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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Vietnam’s rapid economic growth has provided young Vietnamese new opportunities unheard 
of in their parents’ generation. This is, however, not the case for ethnic minority youth. Many of 
them are among the poorest, least healthy, and least educated. Ethnic minorities, who tend to 
live in remote mountainous areas, account for 15 percent of Vietnam’s 84 million total 
population and, according to a recent estimate, 61 percent of them are poor. Evidence suggests 
that despite recent efforts of the Government of Vietnam in promoting poverty reduction in 
remote areas, a majority of ethnic minorities have not yet experienced positive change, contrary 
to their Kinh (i.e., ethnic Vietnamese) neighbors who have enjoyed substantial improvement in 
living standards. In 2007, well over half of ethnic minorities ages 15-29 grew up in 
impoverished households. Many of these young people have already taken or will soon take on 
economically active and reproductive roles as young adults. Some will migrate out of their 
remote villages to look for jobs and other opportunities and will presumably leave behind 
protective environments provided by their families and local communities.  
 
To identify program interventions that promote healthy human development and, in turn, 
positively affect Vietnam’s economic growth, it is crucial to have a comprehensive 
understanding of the transition to adulthood among this group of young people. This study—a 
collaboration between social science and public health researchers from the Population 
Council’s Office in Vietnam and the Center for Research on Health, Disease, and Environment 
in Mountainous Areas, at Thai Nguyen Medical College—provides policy-relevant and 
empirically validated findings on the causes and consequences of change in transitions to 
adulthood among young people ages 15-29 in Vietnam’s remote Northern Uplands region. First, 
the research examines the degree of change and the determinants of change in young people’s 
educational attainment, transition to work, and transition to marriage and parenthood. Further, 
the study illustrates the consequences of such change for the welfare and livelihoods of young 
people, particularly the implications for their sexual and reproductive health. The novelty of this 
research is its direct comparison between ethnic minorities and Kinh who live side by side in 
remote communes that have been exposed to targeted poverty reduction programs. Insights can 
be gained from understanding the extent to which both poverty and recent development efforts 
have differentially shaped the livelihoods of ethnic minority and Kinh youth and their families.  
 
Research Methods: We study the transitions to adulthood of ethnic minority youth through 
intensive field research in Vo Nhai District – the least developed and most remote district of 
Thai Nguyen Province. Study villages are located in two ethnically diverse communes: Phuong 
Giao and Trang Xa. Kinh, Dao, and Hmong are three major ethnic groups living in the study 
area. The villages were chosen because they represent a poor, remote, mountainous rural 
economy in Vietnam’s Northern Uplands. Since the late 1990s, they have been exposed to 
geographically targeted poverty reduction programs such as the Hunger Eradication and Poverty 
Reduction (HEPR) Program and Program 135 (P135).  
 
Teerawichitchainan, Bussarawan, Hac Van Vinh, and Nguyen Thi Phuong Lan. 2007. "Changing transitions to adulthood in Vietnam’s remote northern 
uplands: A focus on ethnic minority youth and their families." Hanoi: Population Council. 
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We combine quantitative and qualitative analyses drawing on rich data from community 
appraisals, village censuses, a household survey, and in-depth interviews. Sixty young people 
ages 15-29 were randomly selected from the Kinh, Dao, and Hmong populations for interview. 
Each young respondent was interviewed twice over a period of 4-6 weeks. During the 4-month 
intensive data collection, the research team conducted nearly 190 in-depth interviews. We 
processed population censuses of 9 study villages and carried out a household sampling survey 
in 150 households. The strength of our intensive research design is that it permits an 
investigation of broader institutional and historical contexts of individual and family behavior.  
  
Socioeconomic Characteristics of the Study Area: Over the past decade, the study villages have 
witnessed substantial socioeconomic and demographic transformations. The targeted poverty 
reduction programs implemented in the late 1990s appear to have accelerated these changes. 
The major benefits from these programs are infrastructure development, subsidized education 
and healthcare, micro credit programs, and agricultural extension. Relative to their ethnic 
minority counterparts, Kinh villagers are more likely to be aware of and become beneficiaries of 
these government subsidies.  
 
The economy of the study area is dominated by labor-intensive agriculture. Farmers cultivate 
rice mainly for household consumption, while growing maize and sugarcane as their major cash 
crops. Many families, particularly Kinh, have recently observed a surge in household income 
from cash crops. Yet, they remain vulnerable to the fluctuations of global market prices and 
heavily dependent on fertilizer and pesticide to increase productivity. A shortage of water, lack 
of information on market demand and supply, and limited capital are major impediments to 
agricultural production in the study area. A majority of villagers have occupations that are 
directly dependent on agriculture such as farmers, wage laborers, or traders. Non-agricultural 
economic opportunities are very limited. There are no industries within the 20-kilometer radius 
of the study area. Local government offices and small family trading enterprises are the only 
two sources of employment in the non-farm sector in the villages. The sources of income among 
Kinh households are generally more diversified than those of ethnic minority counterparts. 
 
Since 2000, the study villages have experienced various infrastructure development projects, 
including the construction of roads and electricity power grids. A majority of households now 
have an access to electricity and inter-village roads. Proportions of households owning 
motorbikes have also increased over the last few years. A combination of improved roads and 
availability of motor vehicles also creates greater access to healthcare and telecommunications 
facilities. Moreover, there have been several attempts to improve access to clean water and 
sanitation, albeit with restricted outcomes. Overall, involvement in basic infrastructure, 
particularly roads, appears to have benefited the predominantly Kinh villages more than Dao 
and Hmong villages.  
 
Despite the optimistic outlook among community leaders and villagers regarding improved 
living standards, poverty remains pervasive in the study area. Food security and hunger poverty 
have generally decreased but they remain problems for some villagers. Although not ultra-poor, 
many live on the brink of poverty. With few or no safety nets, these villagers face being pushed 
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back into poverty when an event such as family illness strikes the family. The favorable 
economic conditions among Kinh and Hmong residents in Trang Xa commune are likely 
attributable to their easier access to the market and district town as well as to production of a 
cash crop (sugarcane) that has recently been doing well in the world market. 
  
Educational Preparation and Transitions to Work: A majority of young people ages 15-29 in the 
study area have entered adolescence and early adulthood poorly prepared for work and life in 
the context of globalization. Their educational attainment is low, compared to the rest of 
Vietnam. Relative to other groups of young villagers, minority women, especially Hmong, are 
the least educated. While some of them never go to school, many minority women who have a 
few years of schooling are functionally illiterate.  
 
Since the implementation of poverty reduction programs such as HEPR and P135 in the study 
area during the late 1990s, school accessibility and infrastructure have been improved 
substantially. The government has also subsidized certain educational expenses for households 
in the study villages. However, we find that only a few young people ages 15-29 have been able 
to take advantage of the educational subsidies and infrastructure improvement. Rather, it is the 
cohorts of children born after the 1990s that have directly benefited from these interventions. 
Yet, even so, the benefits tend to be limited to certain levels of schooling and unevenly 
distributed across ethnic and income groups. Moreover, the assistance programs appear to focus 
mainly on increasing the enrollment rates of students rather than improving the quality of 
teaching and learning, which according to our analysis is one of the root causes for early 
dropout.  
 
At present, primary education is the only level of schooling that is easily accessible for most 
students in the study area. Lack of accessibility remains a barrier to attaining secondary 
education – contributing to the ethnic differentials in lower-secondary attainment and explaining 
the study area’s low rates of transition to upper-secondary or tertiary education. Further, 
educational subsidies have not yet given poor families adequate incentives to send their children 
to school beyond primary or lower-secondary levels. Poor educational preparation appears to 
have negative effects on the transition to work for a majority of young people in the study area. 
While this is particularly true among those who look for non-farm job opportunities outside the 
study villages, it also adversely affects those who remain in the agricultural sector.  
 
Drawing upon rich evidence presented in the full report, we outline below some key 
recommendations for attention by program and policy leaders.  
 
 Priority should continue to be placed on improved learning opportunities for current 
students beginning at very early ages. Attention should also be given to second-chance 
educational programs for out-of-school youth and young adults. Second-chance educational 
programs will be more effective if they are age-specific and designed to address the 
diversity of young people’s needs and if the pedagogical approach includes real-world 
applications. 
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 Programs for older married youth with little education, who tend to remain in the 
agricultural sector, should emphasize skills for work and life through a flexible system with 
modules covering health, civic education, and vocational skills. Knowledge about 
agricultural extension and marketing will be as important for these young people as learning 
how to read and write. Training related to entrepreneurship might be introduced where 
young people express an interest in micro-enterprises. 
 
 Programs for out-of-school youth who look for employment outside the agricultural sector 
should emphasize the provision of vocational skills. Job training will be more efficient 
when provided as part of a comprehensive package that includes employment services and 
counseling. It is important to be aware of structural issues such as the widespread practice 
of corruption during the hiring process (e.g., a requirement of application fees) that may 
hinder training efforts.  
 
 Programs will benefit from promoting life skills to help young people negotiate challenging 
situations relevant to rapid socioeconomic change. Life skills appear to be as crucial as 
vocational competency in helping them to succeed as workers.  
 
 The mode of delivery of second-chance educational programs ought to take into account the 
reasons young people drop out of school. To respond to the need for adolescents to work, it 
is crucial to allow students and teachers to choose a schedule and pace of studies that 
accommodate their work responsibilities. The educational curriculum should also be 
sensitive to the language needs of ethnic minority students. 
 
 Programs are more likely to be successful if they involve multiple stakeholders, including 
the public sector, private sector, NGOs, and donors. Moreover, community leaders as well 
as parents need to be included as stakeholders since they have a great deal of influence on 
young people’s educational preparation and transitions to work.  
 
Sexual and Reproductive Health: Young people’s well-being appears to be at risk because of 
their limited knowledge of sexual and reproductive health, combined with changing premarital 
and marital behavior as well as rapid socioeconomic change. Drug abuse and prostitution, which 
are reported to exist in the areas surrounding our study villages, have raised yet another concern. 
Our analysis shows that young men and women with little and no education –many of whom are 
ethnic minorities – are more likely to be vulnerable to these risks than their better-educated 
peers. 
 
The study area’s increased accessibility and accelerated mobility have had a significant impact 
on the premarital behavior of both Kinh and minority young people. Today’s younger 
generation has greater independence in exploring romantic relationships than their parents. 
Although premarital sex is still considered socially unacceptable, sexual initiation before 
marriage is not uncommon and is believed to have been increasing across all ethnic groups over 
the past few years. Contrary to the literature, we do not find that Hmong young people in the 
study area are more sexually permissive than other groups. Despite significant changes in their 
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premarital sexual behavior, unmarried young people’s access to reproductive health knowledge 
and services remains limited. Most of them appear to lack practical knowledge about puberty, 
safe sex, family planning methods, HIV/AIDS, and sexually transmitted diseases. Prevalence of 
premarital pregnancy suggests that young people do not have adequate information about and 
access to birth control methods. 
  
Young people who are married experience various challenges regarding sexual and reproductive 
health and rights. While young men and women today get married at a later age than did their 
parents, teen marriages remain common among Hmong and Dao women with little education. 
Marriages between Kinh and minority groups such as Hmong and Dao are uncommon. Further, 
high bride price, elaborate wedding dress, and large banquets have become crucial parts of a 
wedding celebration. Many families, particularly ethnic minorities, end up in debt after 
organizing a wedding. Young couples are usually required to work to help pay for the debts 
resulting from their wedding. Because of such economic demands, some first-time mothers have 
to go back to work in the fields not long after they give birth – imposing risks on maternal and 
child health.  
 
A substantial number of young married couples in the study area cannot achieve their desired 
family size, despite the fact that birth control is widely accepted and family planning methods 
are easily accessible free of charge. Strong son preference is one of the key reasons explaining 
why women are not in control of their own fertility. Further, women have restricted choices of 
family planning methods beyond IUDs, oral contraceptives, and condoms. Husbands’ lack of 
participation makes fertility control a sole burden of women. Many women report discomfort 
associated with current contraceptive methods. While some endure the discomforts, others stop 
using contraceptives altogether. When they have unplanned pregnancies, many married women, 
particularly Kinh and to some extent Dao, resort routinely to menstrual regulation or abortion. 
While family planning methods are widely distributed, young couples – particularly ethnic 
minorities who live in remote parts of the study villages – do not have accurate information 
about how to use the family planning supplies they receive.  
 
Future intervention research and programmatic activities to promote sexual and reproductive 
health among young people in Vietnam’s remote mountainous areas should consider the 
following evidence-based recommendations drawn from our fieldwork:  
 
 Programs should address the different needs of unmarried and married populations. It is 
important that special attention is paid to young men and women who have little or no 
education.  
 
 For unmarried young people, there is an urgent need for a well-designed educational 
program that incorporates a life skills approach to promote better understanding of sexual 
and reproductive health. Topics to be covered include reproductive physiology, puberty, 
safe sex, HIV/AIDS, sexually transmitted diseases, and family planning methods. 
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 Programs for unmarried young people will most likely be successful if they are 
implemented prior to puberty and use both school-based and community-based approaches. 
It is crucial for programs to be sensitive to differences in language and customs. Greater 
access to sexual and reproductive health services and consultation is also needed. 
Determining how such services can be increased and best delivered will benefit from 
discussion with local stakeholders, including young people, parents, and community 
leaders. 
 
 Programs for married young people should address their needs to reach fertility goals, to 
receive quality reproductive health services, and to experience safe motherhood. It is 
important for campaigns to promote women’s (particularly daughters’) status – either 
through information dissemination or through interventions to increase women’s roles in 
the household economy.  
 
 Family planning programs will benefit from distributing accurate information and providing 
additional methods beyond IUDs, oral contraceptives, and condoms with or without 
minimal fees. Programs are more likely to be successful if men are encouraged to be more 
involved in fertility control and planning. This can be done via existing mechanisms such as 
through the well-established networks of population volunteers. Measures should be 
implemented to monitor the quality of family planning services at village levels and to 
ensure that abortion and menstrual regulation are performed at a high standard. 
 
 It is crucial that programs to promote safe motherhood extend beyond safe delivery 
attended by trained medical professionals to include comprehensive care for mothers and 
babies pre- and post-delivery. 
 
After this study’s data collection and analyses were completed, in August 2007 the Thai Nguyen 
Medical College-Population Council study team disseminated major findings to community 
leaders and officials at commune, district, and provincial levels in Thai Nguyen Province. There 
is a consensus among our audience at all levels that the next step is to carry out improved and/or 
expanded programs in areas identified as critical for healthy transitions to adulthood by young 
people in Vietnam’s remote mountainous areas. In some cases, intervention research is needed 
to implement and compare program approaches before undertaking wide scale-up.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
 
Figure 1.1. Van (a pseudonym), a 19-year-old Dao girl from a remote commune in 
Thai Nguyen Province, is getting ready for her wedding 
 
Today is Van’s big day – her wedding day. The 19-year-old Dao girl looks nervous not only 
because many people are watching her being dressed by her older relatives, but also because she 
will live away from her home commune for the first time in her life. For her parents, Van is 
about to come of age. Within a year or two, she will most likely become a mother. Soon 
afterwards, Van and her husband, who is also Dao, will probably set up their own household, 
tend their own farm, and raise their children like generations before them. If all goes well, the 
young couple might be able to escape the cycles of poverty and deprivation their parents and 
grandparents have experienced for decades. Van is not sure, though, that the next chapter of her 
life as a married woman will follow the path her parents have already taken. She has been 
witnessing so many changes around her in a very short time.  
 
Like Van, many other young people from Vietnam’s remote mountainous regions, 
particularly ethnic minorities, are increasingly facing great uncertainties about what the future 
might hold for them, as the country’s rapid economic development has brought roads, 
electricity, motorbikes, and televisions to their communes in recent years. A few of Van’s 
friends have just departed home to work in Malaysia, leaving behind their young wives and 
babies. Another friend successfully persuaded her parents to sell a buffalo – one of their 
household’s few assets – to finance her search for a factory job in the South. Others attempt to 
figure out how to borrow money to invest in raising pigs. For Van and most young people her 
age, just trying to make sense of the rapid modernization seems overwhelming – let alone 
seizing the opportunities these changes offer.  
 
 Minority Youth and Families in Vietnam – Page 2  
The country’s rapid growth and integration into the global market have provided young 
Vietnamese new opportunities as well as new risks unheard of in their parents’ generation. A 
recent national survey portrayed an optimistic picture of human development trajectories for a 
majority of young Vietnamese. However, the survey also indicates that ethnic minority youth in 
remote areas are among ―the poorest, the least healthy, and the least educated‖ and least likely to 
be well-prepared to successfully navigate through their adult lives (Ministry of Health et al. 
2005). The Government of Vietnam has highlighted the provision of education and health 
services to this segment of the population as one of its key development agendas over the period 
2006-2010 (Ministry of Planning and Investment 2006).   
 
How young people, ethnic minorities in particular, in remote areas grapple with 
Vietnam’s social change and development as they make the transition from childhood to early 
adulthood is unclear. This study provides policy-relevant and empirically validated findings on 
the causes and consequences of change in transitions to adulthood among young people ages 15-
29 in Vietnam’s remote Northern Uplands region. First, the research assesses the degree of 
change and the determinants of change in young people’s educational preparation; mobility and 
transition to work; marriage and parenthood; and sexual and reproductive health. Further, this 
study illustrates the consequences of such change for the welfare and livelihoods of young 
people and their families.  
 
Adolescence is a critical stage in transition to adulthood, in which young people leave 
their childhood behind to take on new roles and responsibilities. What happens during 
adolescent years has long-term consequences. To a large extent, how young people negotiate 
this critical period will shape the nature and quality of their lives as adults (National Research 
Council 2005). At the national level, healthy and successful transitions to adulthood contribute 
to a country’s economic growth and poverty reduction (World Bank 2006).  
 
Ethnic minorities account for 15 percent of Vietnam’s 84 million total population. With 
higher fertility rates than Kinh (i.e., ethnic Vietnamese), they are the fastest-growing segment of 
the Vietnamese population. The 2004 Vietnam Household Living Standards Survey indicated 
that 61 percent of ethnic minorities in Vietnam are poor (Swinkels and Turk 2006). Given that 
an estimated 3 million persons within ethnic minority groups were in the age range of 14-25 in 
2005, this suggests that nearly 2 million ethnic minority young people are living in poverty. 
Many of them have already taken on or will soon take on economically active and reproductive 
roles of young adults. Some will migrate out of their villages in remote areas to look for jobs 
and other opportunities and presumably leave behind protective environments provided by their 
families and local communities. 
 
To identify program interventions that promote healthy human development among 
ethnic minority youth and effectively break the intergenerational transmission of poverty, it is 
crucial to have a comprehensive understanding of the transition to adulthood among this group 
of young people. Evidence suggests that despite the attention and efforts in poverty alleviation 
made in recent years by the Government, a majority of ethnic minorities in mountainous regions 
remain poor, while the living standards of their Kinh neighbors have improved. The novelty of 
this research is its direct comparison between ethnic minorities and Kinh who live side by side 
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in remote communes that have been exposed to targeted poverty reduction programs. Insights 
can be gained from understanding the extent to which both poverty and recent development 
efforts have differentially shaped the livelihoods of ethnic minority and Kinh youth and their 
families. This study also sheds light on the mechanisms – be they social, economic, or cultural – 
that helped some young people to benefit from the expanding opportunities, while marginalizing 
others and leaving them behind.  
 
We study the transition to adulthood and the causes and consequences of this change 
through intensive field research. We combine quantitative and qualitative analyses drawing on 
rich data from village censuses, household surveys, and in-depth interviews with young people, 
their parents, and key community leaders. This study also discusses the transition to adulthood 
by illustrating links between educational preparation, mobility, transition to work, marriage, 
parenthood, and reproductive health. We also recognize distinct variations in values and 
behaviors among ethnic groups, particularly the degree of assimilation into the mainstream 
society. To avoid combining ethnic minorities in one category, this research provides an 
assessment of the transitions to adulthood among Kinh and two other ethnic groups: Dao and 
Hmong.  
 
Ethnic Minority Underdevelopment 
 
Over the past decade, the Government of Vietnam has implemented various policies and 
intervention programs that aim to improve living standards and reduce poverty among ethnic 
minorities. Two of the major pro-poor policies are the Hunger Eradication and Poverty 
Reduction Program (HEPR) and Program 135 (P135).  
 
 HEPR, officially launched in 1998, provides a framework for coordinating various agencies 
at central, provincial, district, and commune levels in targeted social investment and service 
program delivery (Government of Vietnam 1998a). Three main components of HEPR are 
the provisions of free/subsidized healthcare, education, and credits for poor households. 
The Ministry of Labor, War Invalids, and Social Affairs (MOLISA) was responsible for the 
issuance of ―poor household certificates‖ (or health insurance cards).  
 
 Introduced in the same year as HEPR, P135 focuses on developing commune-level and 
village-level infrastructure (e.g., roads, electrification, safe water supply, health facilities) 
and supporting agricultural extension in selected poor and disadvantaged communes 
(Government of Vietnam 1998b). In 2005, P135 was implemented in 2,374 communes in 
52 provinces throughout Vietnam.1 P135 is currently entering its second phase and 
undergoing some change.  
 
During Vietnam’s rapid economic growth, combined with geographically targeted pro-
poor policies such as P135 and HEPR, the country witnessed a decline in the incidence of 
poverty among ethnic minorities. In 1993, 86 percent of Vietnam’s ethnic minority population 
was living below a poverty line; in 2002, less than 70 percent were considered poor (Swinkels 
                                                 
1 Of the country’s 2,374 communes, 1,919 are considered extremely poor; 388 are located near the border; and 67 
used to serve as battlefields during wartime.  
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and Turk 2004). Researchers point out that poverty reduction among ethnic minorities varies 
greatly from one region to another and that there is considerable diversity in poverty levels 
within poor, remote areas. Only Khmer in the South and some ethnic minorities such as Tay and 
Nung in the Northern Upland region have benefited from the economic growth during the 
1990s. The living standards of most ethnic minorities in the Central Highlands and of the 
Hmong in the Northern Uplands (particularly in the Northwest) have remained stagnant (Baulch 
et al. 2004; Swinkels and Turk 2006).  
 
 
 
Box 1.1 Program 135: Continuity and Change  
 
The second phase of Program 135 (2006-2010) is underway. P135-Phase II targets 1,644 poor and mountainous 
communes in 45 provinces, which are home to the majority of Vietnam’s ethnic minorities. The program budget is 
approximately US$800 million, financing activities in four broad areas: basic infrastructure; improved and market-
oriented agricultural production; improved socio-cultural livelihoods through better access to social services; and 
capacity building for officials at all levels. Vietnam’s Committee for Ethnic Minorities (CEM) is the lead 
governmental agency assigned to coordinate and oversee program implementation, with the participation of several 
ministries in different aspects of the program. Program implementation is carried out by districts and communes 
under guidance from provinces. 
 
The goals of P135-Phase II are to radically accelerate production; promote an agro-economic structural shift in the 
direction of market-driven production; sustain improvement of spiritual and material living conditions of ethnic 
minorities in extremely poor and isolated communes and villages; and narrow the development gap between ethnic 
minority regions and other regions. The specific goals to be achieved by 2010 are:  
 Elimination of hunger-stricken households in the targeted communes. 
 Over 70 percent of households will obtain an average income per capita exceeding 3.5 million VND per year 
(approximately USD 220). 
 Eighty percent of targeted communes will have roads to village centers; over 80 percent of communes will 
have small-sized irrigation works to irrigate 85 percent of the total paddy area; 100 percent of villages will 
have schools, classrooms, and semi-boarding schools that meet local needs; 80 percent of communes will have 
electricity for residential areas; 100 percent of communes will have accessible health clinics with adequate 
facilities. 
 Over 80 percent of households will use clean water; fatal diseases will be prevented and controlled; over 50 
percent of households will use hygienic latrines; over 95 percent of children of school age will be enrolled at 
primary schools and 75 percent at secondary schools; over 95 percent of people in need of legal assistance 
will receive free legal assistance. 
 
P135-Phase II includes a number of innovative, cross-cutting elements derived from lessons learned in the 
implementation of P135-Phase I and similar large-scale poverty reduction programs in Vietnam. These include: 
 Emphasis on decentralization with goal of 100 percent of program communes becoming investment owners 
by the end of P135- Phase II in 2010. 
 Pro-poor budgeting with allocation of funds directed to communes based on poverty levels and other criteria 
determined by provinces. 
Increased transparency of financial management by local governments, including quarterly financial reports, fund-
flow maps, and strengthened auditing.  
 
Source: Adapted from NGO Center. 2006.  
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Figure 1.2. Persistent poverty among ethnic minorities in Vietnam’s remote mountainous areas 
Poverty trends of Kinh and non-Kinh in the North West and 
Central Highlands
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Source: Adapted from Swinkels and Turk (2006: Figure 2), based on VLSS 1993, 1998 and 
VHLSS 2002, 2004. 
 
Evidence suggests that the gap in well-being between Kinh and ethnic minorities has 
been widening. Within resource-poor regions, Kinh appear to experience more rapid 
improvements in living standards compared with their ethnic minority counterparts. In the 
Central Highlands and Northwest, the incidence of poverty for Kinh has declined dramatically 
between 1993 and 2004 – a rate of poverty reduction that was much faster than for the ethnic 
minority in the same remote areas (Figure 1.2). Further, a qualitative assessment indicates that 
despite the existence of newly available infrastructure in remote areas, ethnic minorities may not 
have the opportunity to access and make a full use of these resources (Asian Development Bank 
2002). While overall poverty rates in Vietnam are likely to decline to one fifth of the population 
in 2010, the share of ethnic minorities living in poverty will increase. By 2010, four out of ten 
people classified as poor will be members of ethnic minority groups (World Bank 2004). 
 
While targeted pro-poor policies such as P135 and HEPR have enjoyed some success, 
particularly regarding infrastructure improvement, they have suffered from a number of 
criticisms. P135 was criticized for focusing mainly on building infrastructure facilities without 
paying adequate attention to the livelihoods of people. For example, the P135 investment in 
agricultural production emphasized technical assistance and paid little attention to local and 
regional markets. Other criticisms include lack of transparency and inadequate focus on local 
capacity building. Moreover, past appraisals indicate that during the early years, HEPR was 
unevenly implemented and did not receive sufficient funding to sustain service delivery (for 
review, see MOLISA and UNDP 2004; World Bank 2004).  
 
 
Kinh, Central 
Highlands 
 
Ethnic minorities, 
Northwest 
Ethnic minorities, 
Central Highlands 
 
Kinh, North West 
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The Well-being of Ethnic Minority Youth in Vietnam 
 
The persistent poverty among ethnic minorities is caused by a range of interwoven 
disadvantages and deprivations starting from a very young age. These include low human 
capital and poor health. While the overall primary school enrollment rates among ethnic 
minorities reached 80 percent in 2002, high proportions of ethnic minority children repeat 
grades frequently or drop out of school before completing Grade 6 (World Bank 2004). Poverty 
and opportunity costs of sending children to school are two of the key reasons cited for high 
dropout rates. Non-financial reasons include distance to school, language problems, and cultural 
barriers. Despite construction of new schools under P135, there remains a chronic shortage of 
classrooms and qualified teachers who can speak local languages (CEM and UNICEF 2003). 
 
Findings from the 2003 Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth (SAVY) indicate that 
a relatively large proportion of ethnic minority youth still do not know how to read and write 
(Table 1.1). The gap in educational attainment between ethnic minority boys and girls is 
particularly striking. Ethnic minority families often allocate resources to sons rather than to 
daughters. Proportions of ethnic minority youth who progress from primary to secondary levels 
remain much lower than among Kinh-Hoa2 students (World Bank 2004). With limited 
educational attainment and low skills, the vast majority of ethnic minority young people remain 
in the farming sector. Agricultural productivity is low partly because ethnic minorities tend to 
receive smaller allocations of perennial land. Compared with Kinh-Chinese, very small 
proportions of them are engaged in wage employment and non-farm household business – two 
of the economic sectors believed to hold a future for Vietnam (Gallup 2004).  
 
 
 
Table 1.1. Disparity in educational attainment among Kinh & Hoa and ethnic minorities.  
       
Educational attainment 
Age 14-17 Age 18-21 Age 22-25 
Kinh & 
Chinese 
Ethnic 
Minorities 
Kinh & 
Chinese 
Ethnic 
Minorities 
Kinh & 
Chinese 
Ethnic 
Minorities 
Male              
% Ever attended school 99 97 98 89 97 86 
% Illiteracy 2 7 4 17 6 26 
Female       
% Ever attended school 99 89 99 76 97 67 
% Illiteracy 2 18 2 30 4 43 
Source: Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth 2003.     
       
                                                 
2 Chinese (Hoa), accounting for one percent of the total population, are often grouped with Kinh because they 
predominantly live in urban areas and enjoy higher socioeconomic status than other ethnic minority groups. 
According to the 1999 Census, they are also most likely to marry partners of a different ethnic group – primarily 
Kinh (Baulch et al. 2004).  
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The socioeconomic disadvantages experienced by ethnic minority youth are further 
complicated by relatively poor health outcomes (Table 1.2). While levels of malnutrition are 
declining for all groups in Vietnam, findings from a nationally representative survey conducted 
in 2001-2 suggest striking disparities in malnutrition between ethnic minority and Kinh children. 
One third of ethnic minority children under age 5 in the Northern Uplands and over two fifths of 
those in the Central Coast and Central Highlands were underweight for their age (Ministry of 
Health and General Statistical Office 2003). Such deprivations at a young age appear to carry 
through to adolescent years. Compared with Kinh, ethnic minority young people ages 14-25 are 
more likely to report that they had symptoms of illness during the last month and that they had 
felt too sick to go to school or go to work during the last year.  
 
 
Table 1.2. National trends in health disparities among Kinh & Hoa and ethnic minority 
youth. 
       
Illness episodes 
Age 14-17 Age 18-21 Age 22-25 
Kinh & 
Chinese 
Ethnic 
Minorities 
Kinh & 
Chinese 
Ethnic 
Minorities 
Kinh & 
Chinese 
Ethnic 
Minorities 
Male             
% sick during last month 38 48 34 38 30 42 
% feeling too sick to go to 
school or to work during 
last year 
40 47 36 48 38 51 
Female        
% sick during last month 46 56 45 58 43 57 
% feeling too sick to go to 
school or to work during 
last year 
34 50 37 54 34 56 
Source: Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth 2003.    
 
 
In recent years, there has been increasing discussion about new health risks that may 
emerge from cultural predispositions of some ethnic minority groups, combined with their lack 
of access to quality healthcare. Sexual and reproductive health among young ethnic minorities is 
of particular concern, especially the fear of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Vietnam. Findings from 
the 2003 SAVY suggest that while reported premarital sex among young women in Vietnam 
remains relatively low, ethnic minority females ages 18-25 are more likely to report that they 
engage in premarital sex than their Kinh counterparts (Figure 1.3). A qualitative study 
conducted among Hmong, Dao, Thai, and Khmer suggests that local practices such as love 
festivals or love markets, which allow young people to meet without adult supervision, facilitate 
premarital sexual practices (UNAIDS, UNICEF, and Development Research and Consultancy 
Center 2000). The extent to which premarital sex is acceptable varies from one ethnic group to 
another. For example, premarital sex is less stigmatized among Hmong than among Dao, Thai, 
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and Khmer. With such cultural predisposition toward premarital sex among some ethnic 
minorities, it is alarming that the 2003 SAVY indicates that knowledge about modern 
contraceptive methods among ethnic minority youth ages 14-25 is still considerably less than 
among their Kinh counterparts.3  
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.3. Premarital sexual activity among young people ages 14-25 by gender, ethnicity, and 
age. 
 
Percent Reporting Having Premarital Sex by 
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Source: Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth 2003. 
 
In addition to premarital sexual activity, marriage trends observed among ethnic 
minorities raise another concern about the reproductive health of ethnic minority women. Early 
marriage is still common among ethnic minority girls. According to the 2003 SAVY, nearly 70 
percent of ethnic minority women age 20 and over at the time of the survey had already been 
married (Table 1.3). Eighty percent were married between their mid and late teens; half were 
married within three years after menarche. Although early teen pregnancy was not common 
among ethnic minorities, delivery practice raises concerns about safe motherhood. The Vietnam 
National Health Survey suggests that 65 percent of women in the Northwest and 40 percent of 
women in Central Highlands gave birth at home without professional assistance – much higher 
than the national average of 16 percent. Among the main reasons are distance to medical 
facilities and reluctance to be attended during a delivery by commune health workers, who are 
often male in remote areas (WHO 2003). The 2002 Vietnam DHS indicates that infant mortality 
rates in the Northern Uplands are nearly twice the national average (NCPFC and ORC Macro 
2003). 
 
                                                 
3 The 2003 SAVY does not provide data on the accessibility of contraceptive methods among ethnic minority 
youth, and the 2002 DHS focuses only on ever-married or currently married women. Comparable to the DHS, the 
Vietnam Population and AIDS Indicator Survey conducted by Vietnam GSO, NIHE, and ORC Macro, interviewed 
both married and never-married populations. But the data have not been made publicly available.  
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The risks of HIV/AIDS transmission among ethnic minority youth have not been clearly 
identified. However, young male members of some ethnic minority groups might be at risk 
because of a history of opium use by some ethnic groups (Hmong, Dao, and Thai in particular), 
combined with a rise in heroin use, low awareness of HIV/AIDS, and low level of condom use 
(Rapin 2003). 
 
 
Table 1.3. Timing of menarche, marriage, and first birth: Young women ages 14-25 by residential location and ethnicity.
Among those 
married with 
child(ren)
% having 
period
Mean age at 
menarche†
Percent 
married
Mean age at 
first marriage†
Percent 
giving birth
Mean age at 
first birth† 
Age 14-17
  Big cities 96% 13.1(1.2) 0.4% * * *
  Towns 97% 13.6(1.0) 0.7% * * *
  Rural areas - Kinh & Hoa 86% 13.9(1.0) 0.5% * * *
  Rural areas - Ethnic minority 69% 14.2(1.1) 2% * * *
Age 18-21
  Big cities 100% 13.9(1.4) 4% * * *
  Towns 100% 14.3(1.4) 18% * * *
  Rural areas - Kinh & Hoa 100% 14.7(1.4) 21% * * *
  Rural areas - Ethnic minority 100% 14.9(1.4) 42% 17.9(1.5) 68% 18.6(1.3)
Age 22-25
  Big cities 100% 14.2(1.5) 25% * * *
  Towns 100% 14.6(1.5) 45% 20.7(2.1) 81% 21.5(2.2)
  Rural areas - Kinh & Hoa 100% 15.2(1.6) 63% 20.3(1.8) 90% 21.1(1.7)
  Rural areas - Ethnic minority 100% 15.5(1.7) 81% 18.9(2.2) 89% 19.9(2.0)
Source: Survey Assessment of Vietnamese Youth 2003. 
Note: † Standard deviations are reported in parentheses.
         * Estimates are not reported because fewer than 30 percent of observations in that cell were married at the time of survey.
Among those marriedAll
Age group and residence
 
 
Numerous studies indicate that Kinh-Chinese young people register significantly better 
human development indicators than youth of ethnic minority backgrounds. The transmission of 
poverty from one generation of ethnic minorities to the next is apparent. Researchers contend 
that ethnic minorities’ lack of endowments such as land and education largely explains their 
persistent poverty. Other factors highlighted include their geographic and cultural remoteness 
and lack of political capital. Evidence further suggests that even if minority households had the 
same endowments as Kinh households, the Kinh/ethnic minority gaps in living standards would 
remain (Baulch et al. 2004). Lower returns to ethnic minorities’ already low endowments might 
be explained by discrimination, cultural factors, or a lack of information (van de Walle and 
Gunewardena 2001). 
 
Not all ethnic minority groups are equally disadvantaged. Minority groups that are more 
economically and culturally assimilated to Kinh (and Chinese) are more likely to have better 
living standards (Baulch et al. 2004). Tay and Nung, for example, have higher rates of 
intermarriage with Kinh spouses than other ethnic minorities. These minority groups also 
experience school enrollment rates and health outcomes similar to Kinh. It is plausible that Tay 
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and Nung are likely to experience the same return on endowments as Kinh-Chinese. There are 
also minority groups such as Khmer and Thai (and possibly Dao) that retain their own distinct 
cultural identities, yet integrate economically with the Kinh. They appear to benefit moderately 
from economic development and rising living standards. An analysis of the 1999 Census shows 
that the Central Highland minorities and Hmong in the Northern Uplands are the least likely to 
marry members of other groups. They are also among the poorest and have the lowest human 
development indicators compared to other ethnic minorities. ―Whether their apartness is a 
matter of choice, or an unintended consequence of linguistic and geographic barriers is unclear‖ 
(Baulch et al. 2004).  
 
Research Objectives 
 
This study provides more in-depth and systematic information about ethnic minority youth than 
previous studies, which were usually based solely on rapid assessment methods. We explain 
how the expansion of new opportunities and risks is affecting the livelihoods of young ethnic 
minorities and their decisions about schooling, work, sexual and reproductive health, and 
marriage and family formation. Our specific research objectives are as follows:  
 
 To understand how the geographically targeted development policies such as P135 and 
HEPR affect the decisions of young people in remote communes regarding schooling, 
work, reproductive health, and marriage and to describe how the impact of such efforts 
differs between Kinh and ethnic minority young people.  
 
 To describe trends and patterns of educational attainment, including both access to 
education and quality of schooling, and to understand factors that influence such patterns 
among Kinh and ethnic minority populations in remote areas. 
 
 To understand how young Vietnamese in remote areas gain access to job opportunities, 
particularly aspects of employment related to non-agricultural work and migration to urban 
areas. 
 
 To examine how Kinh and ethnic minority young people in remote areas differ in their 
knowledge of and access to contraception, family planning, safe delivery, and abortion. 
 
 To suggest ideas for policies and interventions that show promise for promoting healthy 
transitions to adulthood in remote areas of Vietnam. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
RESEARCH METHODS 
 
 
 
Source: Wikipedia 
 
 
Figure 2.1 Locations of Phuong Giao and Trang Xa communes, Vo Nhai District,  
Thai Nguyen Province where two study sites are located. 
 
Selection of Study Sites 
 
Two adjacent clusters of villages in the remote parts of Vo Nhai District, Thai Nguyen Province 
were selected for intensive field research. The first cluster (―Cluster A‖) consists of 5 villages in 
Phuong Giao Commune; the second cluster (―Cluster B‖) consists of 4 villages in Trang Xa 
Commune. These two ethnically diverse communes are home to 6 ethnic minority groups 
including two conventionally marginalized groups: the Dao and Hmong. In both communes, the 
Dao and Hmong live alongside a substantial number of Kinh residents. The villages were 
chosen because they represent poor, remote, mountainous rural locations in Vietnam’s Northern 
Uplands. Both Clusters A and B have been exposed to geographically targeted poverty reduction 
programs such as HEPR and Program 135. Over the last five years, they have experienced 
infrastructure development projects, including the construction of roads and electricity power 
grids. Neither of them is extraordinarily poor nor unusually prosperous.  
 
There are similarities and differences between Cluster A and Cluster B in terms of their 
ethnic composition, accessibility, agricultural production, occupational structures, levels of 
fertility, and educational attainment. The Kinh are present in both clusters. The Dao sampled in 
Thai 
Nguyen 
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our study reside primarily in two villages in Cluster A. Meanwhile, nearly all Hmong in our 
sample live in one village in Cluster B. A majority of Kinh in the study sites live in villages that 
are predominantly Kinh – usually along with a small number of Tay and Nung, two other ethnic 
minority groups that are more assimilated to the Kinh than are the Dao and Hmong.  
 
All villages in Clusters A and B are considered ―remote‖ by local standards. They are 
located in mountainous terrains approximately 6-15 kilometers from commune centers. Ethnic 
minority villages tend to be more remote than Kinh villages. While there is a relatively well-
traveled road from Vo Nhai’s district town, Dinh Ca, to the centers of Phuong Giao and Trang 
Xa, the condition of roads from the commune centers to each study village varies greatly. Most 
are accessible by motorbike and to a certain extent by car in the dry season (August-March). 
Many offer very limited accessibility during the rainy season (April-July). Some are accessible 
only on foot in these months.  
 
Cluster B appears to be more socioeconomically developed than Cluster A. One of the 
main reasons is Trang Xa Commune’s greater accessibility to the district town via a relatively 
good road. In recent years, Trang Xa has also been designated as a focal point for Vo Nhai’s 
sub-district infrastructure development and provision of educational and health services, thereby 
receiving more funding and support from the district-level administration. This might explain 
why some families in Cluster B have greater access to political and economic power. Cluster A 
does not appear to have significant linkages to similar sources of power and is quite remote in a 
political sense. Nonetheless, there is clear evidence that both clusters underwent rapid 
socioeconomic change and to a certain extent poverty reduction during the past five years.4 The 
intensive field research in these two sites can serve as a baseline study for future examination of 
ethnic differentials in the impact of poverty reduction programs on the livelihoods of young 
people and their families.  
 
Data collection  
 
This study is a collaboration between social science and public health researchers from the 
Population Council’s Office in Vietnam and the Center for Research on Health, Disease, and 
Environment in Mountainous Areas, at Thai Nguyen Medical College (TNMC). The research 
study was qualitative in nature, although quantitative methods such as a census and a household 
survey were also used. During June and July 2006, principal investigators from the Population 
Council and faculty members of TNMC surveyed potential study sites. After the two clusters of 
villages were selected, the fieldwork was carried out between September and December 2006. 
Each cluster of villages was visited at least three times for approximately five days per visit. 
                                                 
4 While there is no standardized indicator to assess changes in village-level poverty rates over time, the poverty 
rates in Clusters A and B gathered by local authorities under the 2004 guideline of the Vietnam Ministry of Labor, 
War Invalids, and Social Affairs (MOLISA) range from 50 to 70 percent. This household poverty indicator is used 
by the government to determine which households are eligible for ―por household certificates.‖ Under HEPR and 
Decision 139 (i.e., Free Healthcare Fund for the Poor), such certificate entitle ―poor‖ households to the state 
provision of various subsidized social services (e.g., healthcare, credits, education). 
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During each visit, researchers collected various data. The research team comprised three male 
and three female researchers – all of whom are researchers at TNMC and have a medical degree 
and a master’s degree in public health. A principal investigator from the Population Council 
traveled with the research team during all field trips to supervise and participate in data 
collection. 
 
The first major data collection was a community appraisal and a basic demographic 
census of all households in the two selected clusters of villages. Following the appraisal and 
census, 150 households (75 in each of the two clusters) were randomly selected for a survey of 
household economic well-being and livelihoods. In addition, 60 out of the 150 households were 
purposively chosen for in-depth interviews. One of the main criteria for selection was that there 
was at least one household member ages 15-29 years. Our goal was to interview young people 
and a parent of the same sex. The selection strategy ensured that the research team interviewed a 
balanced combination of males and females; Kinh, Dao, and Hmong; and never-married and 
married young people.  
 
The research team visited each of the 60 households twice with an interval of 4-6 weeks 
between the first and second visit. During the first visit, researchers conducted an in-depth 
interview with young people. Each interview lasted approximately 60-90 minutes. The research 
team attempted to match the sex of the interviewer and the respondent. The literature review 
indicates that if the interviewer and young respondent are of the same sex, a good rapport 
between them can be developed more easily than otherwise, thus producing better-quality data. 
During a follow-up visit, young people were re-interviewed, by the same interviewer in all but a 
few cases, about more sensitive issues such as sexual and reproductive attitudes and behavior. 
At this time their parents of the same sex (or parent-in-law in the case of married women who 
moved away from their native villages) were also interviewed. Most in-depth interviews took 
place in the study villages. However, the research team made an extra effort to interview 
randomly selected young people who lived outside their home villages at the time of the study. 
For example, we interviewed five young people who attended a high school in Vo Nhai’s 
district town as well as a young woman who was a factory worker in Thai Nguyen City.  
 
While the Dao and Hmong usually speak their ethnic language at home, the majority of 
ethnic minority villagers in the study villages understand at least some Kinh language. While 
their Kinh might not be fluent, the research team found that nearly all young people (both males 
and females) and older men with ethnic minority background could express themselves in Kinh. 
This was less true among older Hmong or Dao women. Possible explanations for the ethnic 
minority villagers’ comprehension of Kinh were their proximity to Kinh communities, trading 
interactions with Kinh, and access to Kinh media, particularly TV. In a few instances when 
respondents showed some difficulty in understanding or speaking Kinh during the household 
survey or in-depth interviews, the research team asked a villager who was fluent in both Kinh 
and ethnic minority languages to be an interpreter.  
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Our ability to conduct intensive fieldwork, particularly in Phuong Giao Commune, 
benefited from a personal connection between a principal investigator from TNMC, Dr. Hac 
Van Vinh, and the villagers. Dr. Vinh’s in-law relatives reside in one of the study villages in 
Phuong Giao Commune. Consequently, the research team always received a warm welcome 
from the villagers and was allowed by the commune and village authorities to travel to several 
areas of the villages, including remote parts, without supervision. Also, the methods and 
procedures applied in this study have been adapted from a previous study on the livelihoods of 
Kinh youth in the Red River and Mekong River Deltas conducted in 2003 by the Population 
Council and the Institute of Sociology. (For further information, see: 
http://www.popcouncil.org/projects/TA_VietnamSurvey.html) A substantial revision was made 
to this study design to suit the context of Vietnam’s remote mountainous areas. 
 
Data description 
Community appraisal 
 
The community appraisal provided a demographic and socioeconomic overview of each village 
in the two selected clusters in Phuong Giao and Trang Xa Communes. The appraisal featured 
demographic and ethnic profiles, village accessibility indicators, major production and income-
generating activities, social relations between ethnic minority groups and the Kinh, and their 
cultural practices. It also highlighted information on village governance and village-level 
participation in poverty reduction programs, particularly how the decisions for these program 
allocations were made and community leaders’ perceptions of program impact on the 
livelihoods of the villagers.  
 
 
 
Figure 2.2. A map of one study village in 
Phuong Giao as drawn by one of the village 
leaders. The map revealed useful 
information. For example, there were both 
Kinh residents and a small number of Dao 
in the village shown here. The map 
illustrated that the Dao households were 
located further from the main road than 
Kinh households, and were clustered 
together. Not only were Dao residents 
physically more remote but may also be 
socially distant from the Kinh.  
 
 
Data for the community appraisal were gathered from in-depth interviews with key 
members of the Commune People’s Committee, village heads, doctors at commune health 
centers, family planning promoters, and school teachers (N=15). The appraisal also featured 
village mapping drawn by village leaders. Each map illustrated administrative boundaries, 
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location of landmarks, roads, and recent infrastructure developments in each village. Such 
illustrations helped with examining the levels of accessibility and physical, as well as social, 
remoteness of the study villages from commune centers and Vo Nhai’s district town. In certain 
villages where residents were composed of more than one ethnic group, the map helped locate 
the households of ethnic minorities and helped gauge the levels of social interaction and 
integration between ethnic minorities and Kinh. 
 
Population census 
 
The population census carried out by population volunteers from each village obtained basic 
demographic information for members of all households in the nine selected villages in the 
Phuong Giao and Trang Xa Communes. The census provided information on each household 
member’s relationship to the head of the household, sex, date and place of birth, ethnicity, 
highest educational level attained, current marital status, disability status, and residence status. 
An effort was made to differentiate between de jure and de facto residents by identifying 
permanent and temporary residents and obtaining information on household members who 
travel frequently. Based on the census enumerated by each village’s population volunteers, 
Table 2.1 presents descriptive statistics of residents in the two clusters of villages in Phuong 
Giao and Trang Xa Communes. The census enumerated 637 households and 2,912 residents in 
the study villages. Fifty-four percent of the total population belonged to an ethnic minority 
group. Forty-six percent of the households have household heads who belong to ethnic minority 
groups (primarily the Dao or Hmong).  
 
 
Table 2.1. Number of all households and individuals in 9 study villages
All Kinh Minority All Kinh Minority
TOTAL 637 344 293 46.0 2912 1353 1559 53.5
All Cluster A villages 265 119 146 55.1 1204 497 707 58.7
Village A1 71 44 27 38.0 322 178 144 44.7
Village A2 45 25 20 44.4 225 108 117 52.0
Village A3 48 47 1 2.1 203 196 7 3.4
Village A4 49 3 46 93.9 207 15 192 92.8
Village A5 52 0 52 100.0 247 0 247 100.0
All Cluster B villages 372 225 147 39.5 1708 856 852 49.9
Village B1 59 49 10 16.9 240 178 62 25.8
Village B2 74 74 0 0.0 284 280 4 1.4
Village B3 103 100 3 2.9 440 391 49 11.1
Village B4 136 2 134 98.5 744 7 737 99.1
Source: Village Population Census 2005
% Minority 
residents
Number of residents 
Study Villages
% Minority 
households
Number of households
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The census data were compiled and processed by the research team on the basis of each 
village’s population database.5 The quality of the population census depended on the levels of 
education and training of each village’s population volunteer and could be compromised by the 
village’s level of physical accessibility. Nonetheless, the research team found the overall quality 
of the census for all study villages to be satisfactory. The fact that each population volunteer 
was a long-term resident who, in most cases, shared a similar ethnic background and native 
language with the rest of the villagers improved the quality of enumeration. A common 
reporting error was related to household members’ residence status. There was confusion 
regarding the distinction between de jure and de facto household members. While limited 
resources did not allow the research team to conduct a new population census for the study 
villages, we attempted to improve the accuracy of the existing household enumeration for the 
sampled households by working with the key informants to correct and update household rosters 
(our sampling strategy is described below). We found that approximately 23 percent of all 
households in the sample required minor updates of their roster data at the time of our household 
survey.  
Household survey  
 
The primary purpose of the household survey was to examine the extent to which Vietnam’s 
economic growth and recent development affect the livelihoods of ethnic minority and Kinh 
families in remote mountainous areas. Data from the survey permit an assessment of the 
household-level contexts in which young people navigate from childhood to early adulthood. In 
the survey, 150 households were randomly selected for more intensive data collection. First, all 
census households were stratified by their cluster and ethnicity of household heads. For each 
cluster, the research team randomly selected 37 households with Kinh household heads. This 
turned out to be a sampling probability of 22 percent. We randomly chose 38 Dao households 
from Cluster A and 38 Hmong households from Cluster B for intensive data collection. This 
meant there was about a 26 percent chance that a Dao or Hmong household would be included 
in the sample. Table 2.2 summarizes the number of households selected for further investigation 
based on their cluster and ethnicity of household heads. 
 
                                                 
5 Under the guidelines of the Vietnam Committee on Population, Family, and Children (VCPFC), each village 
assigned one of its residents (usually a member of the village Women’s Union who had at least primary education) 
to be a population volunteer. Each volunteer was trained to enumerate and routinely update household rosters for 
every household in her/his village. The household roster provided basic demographic information on all household 
members, and collectively formed a population database for each village. The database was usually hand-written on 
standardized household roster grids provided by VCPFC. The volunteers and commune health officials use this 
database to aid their distribution of family planning information and some methods (particularly oral contraceptives 
and condoms) for village residents of reproductive age and the provision of healthcare (particularly vaccination) for 
children under age 6.  
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Table 2.2. Number of households randomly selected for intensive data collection.
Total Kinh Dao Total Kinh Hmong
All Cluster A villages 75 37 38 All Cluster B villages 75 37 38
Village A1 18 14 4 Village B1 11 11 0
Village A2 11 8 3 Village B2 11 11 0
Village A3 15 15 0 Village B3 15 15 0
Village A4 14 0 14 Village B4 38 0 38
Village A5 17 0 17
Number of households Number of households
Cluster A Cluster B
 
 
For each sample household, the research team interviewed the person identified as the 
head of household. When the head was absent, the wife of the household head was interviewed 
instead. In rare circumstances where both household head and his wife were absent, an adult 
household member who was knowledgeable about household activities served as the key 
informant. During the survey, the questionnaire administered by trained interviewers began with 
an update of the household roster (mentioned in the previous section), followed by an 
assessment of housing and living quarters of the sample household, including details on housing 
conditions and recent changes such as access to electricity and clean water supply. A complete 
recording of all material assets, including information on land ownership and cultivation status, 
was also included. In order to probe in detail, the interviewers were provided with lists of 
possible items that may be owned by typical rural Vietnamese peasant families.  
 
Information regarding income-generating activities and household transactions was also 
collected. The objective was to understand how households function as economic entities and 
how each household member contributes. The research team gathered data on income, 
expenditures, and loans. We also recorded information on crop production, animal husbandry, 
production capital, current production, enterprises such as petty trading, and labor income. 
Details about household members who live away and work outside the farm sector were also 
obtained. This data permitted a comprehensive assessment of income, consumption expenditure, 
and debt and credit status. 
 
Other major components of the household survey included measures of physical and 
social remoteness and data on household participation in geographically targeted poverty 
reduction programs. The research team probed household awareness of development programs 
and their actual participation. In the survey, sample household respondents were asked to assess 
whether the living standards of household members have improved or deteriorated since the 
implementation of targeted poverty reduction programs in their communes. Respondents were 
also asked what they perceived as major livelihood difficulties and the causes of such 
difficulties.  
 
In-depth interviews  
 
Because the main purpose of this study was to address how rapid social change has affected the 
transitions to adulthood of young people in Vietnam’s remote mountainous areas, the research 
team implemented additional inquiries that were less structured and less quantitatively oriented 
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than the census and household survey, to give an in-depth picture of the livelihoods of young 
people. A total of 60 young men and women were purposively selected for intensive in-depth 
interviews. First, we stratified all young people ages 15-29 who resided in the 150 sample 
households by their village cluster, ethnicity, and marital status. The selection strategy ensured 
that the research team interviewed a combination of male and female; Kinh, Dao, and Hmong; 
and never-married and married young people. Also, some young people (N=7) whose spouses 
were of different ethnic backgrounds were purposively chosen.6 Table 2.3 summarizes the 
number and characteristics of individuals selected for in-depth interviews.  
 
Table 2.3. Number of young people purposively selected for in-depth interviews.
Never 
married Married 
Never 
married Married 
Kinh - Cluster A 16 3 2 6 5
Kinh - Cluster B 15 4 3 4 4
Dao 14 2 4 5 3
Hmong 15 4 3 4 4
Total 
Male Female 
Ethnicity
 
   
The young people were interviewed twice. During the first interview, they were asked 
about their childhood, interactions with other family and non-family members, schooling 
experience, transition from school to full-time work, and experience outside home villages. 
Details about young people’s experience in socializing with members of other ethnic groups 
were also collected. Further, the research team asked young people to evaluate and illustrate 
what they perceived as benefits and risks of experiencing a certain life event such as obtaining 
higher education far from home, working in other regions of Vietnam or in foreign countries, 
and getting married early. A loose guideline for conducting an in-depth interview, available in 
both Vietnamese and English, was provided to trained interviewers.  
 
Taking place between 4 and 6 weeks after the first visit, the second visit provided an 
opportunity for researchers to acquire additional information regarding more sensitive topics 
and to clarify any queries emerging from the first interview. During this follow-up, the research 
team made a special effort to send the same interviewer back to the original household. 
Information was gathered regarding romantic and sexual relationships and reproductive health 
knowledge and practice—particularly family planning, abortion, and safe motherhood. Data on 
household transactions for wedding ceremonies were collected from young people who were 
already married. Young people were also asked about cultural practices specific to their ethnic 
groups, future aspirations, role models, and concerns. Prior to the second visit, interviewers 
were instructed to be particularly careful about wording used to inquire about sensitive issues 
such as those regarding sexual behavior. 
 
                                                 
6 Out of seven, four were Kinh who were married to Dao, or vice versa. The remaining three were married to Nung, 
Tay, and San Diu (the ethnic groups that appeared to be more assimilated to Kinh than are Dao and Hmong). 
During our fieldwork, it was rare to come across a mixed marriage between Hmong and Kinh or other ethnic 
groups.  
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Figure 2.3. Dr. Tran Van Tuan (left), a 
member of the research team, explaining 
the objectives of the study to a young 
Dao man before beginning an hour-long 
interview.  
 
 
In addition to examining the lives of 60 young men and women, the research team also 
interviewed parents (or parents-in-law) of these young people. In the case of male respondents, 
we interviewed their father or father-in-law; for female respondents we interviewed their mother 
or mother-in-law. In a few instances in which parents or parents-in-law were not available, 
researchers interviewed young people’s close relative who belonged to their parents’ generation. 
The main objective of this qualitative inquiry was to learn how the parents’ life history was 
similar to or different from that of their children and the extent to which parents’ experiences 
might have shaped children’s lives. Details on parents’ life history, particularly transitions to 
adulthood, were collected. The research team asked respondents in the parental generation about 
their education, work experience, romantic relationships, interactions with members of different 
ethnic groups, wedding practices, and sexual and reproductive transitions.  
 
The first in-depth interview took place during the cultivation season. Most young people 
were living at home; therefore, the response rates were nearly universal. The follow-up 
interview took place after the harvest season. Perhaps because of increased needs for farm labor 
elsewhere and the availability of motorized vehicles and disposable income, some villagers 
traveled outside their home villages at this time to look for temporary work or to visit their 
relatives. This affected the response rates during the second visit. The research team was unable 
to conduct follow-up interviews with 3 young people and 1 parent from Cluster A and 4 young 
people and 3 parents from Cluster B.  
 
During the 4-month intensive data collection, the research team conducted nearly 190 in-
depth interviews in Phuong Giao and Trang Xa Communes. The strength of intensive research 
designs is that they permit an investigation of broader institutional and historical contexts of 
individual and family behavior. The outputs of the research designs are rich household and 
individual data that the research team plans to analyze in conjunction with existing national 
poverty, demographic, and health survey datasets. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
A SOCIOECONOMIC PROFILE OF THE STUDY AREA 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.1. The hills of Vo Nhai, Thai Nguyen Province, a remote mountainous district in the 
study area. 
 
This chapter provides a socioeconomic profile of the study area and the study population 
derived from the community appraisal, population census, and household survey. The chapter is 
organized into 5 sections as follows: 
 
1. Physical characteristics and accessibility 
2. Demographic characteristics 
3. Social infrastructure 
4. Economy and income-generating activities 
5. Participation in targeted poverty reduction programs. 
 
Physical Characteristics and Accessibility 
 
Vo Nhai is the poorest, most remote, and least developed of all 9 districts in Thai Nguyen 
Province. It is situated approximately 130 kilometers northeast of Hanoi via Thai Nguyen City. 
A relatively good provincial highway (Highway 1B) that connects Thai Nguyen City and Bac 
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Son District of Lang Son Province passes through Vo Nhai’s district town – Dinh Ca. A one-
way trip from Hanoi to Dinh Ca by automobile takes approximately 3 hours.  
 
Our study area is located in Phuong Giao and Trang Xa Communes south of Dinh Ca. 
The two communes are approximately 12 kilometers apart. Five villages in Phuong Giao form 
―Cluster A‖ and lie between 20 and 30 kilometers from the district town. ―Cluster B‖ comprises 
4 villages in Trang Xa and is located about 15-20 kilometers from Dinh Ca. Since 2000, there 
has been an all-season asphalt road from Dinh Ca to the centers of both communes. However, 
the dirt roads from the commune centers to our study villages are less accessible. In dry season, 
it takes about 1.5 hours to travel one way by car from Dinh Ca to Cluster A and approximately 
45 minutes to Cluster B. Since most villagers travel by motorbike, by bicycle, or on foot, it 
usually takes them more time to commute. In the rainy season, traveling to certain parts of the 
study sites becomes much more difficult. Some households in these villages are accessible only 
on foot. Such difficulty is attributable to the study area’s high elevation, substandard roads, and 
a shortage of bridges to cross many streams that run through Vo Nhai District.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.2. Road from the district center to Phuong 
Giao, one of the two study communes. The hierarchy 
of administrative units in Vietnam is province, district, 
commune, and village. Each commune is divided into 
clusters of villages. 
 
 
 
Figure 3.3. The concrete road to 
Cluster A ends. Cluster A, one of the 
two study sites, is a group of five 
villages within Phuong Giao 
Commune. 
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Figure 3.4. Dirt road to Village A5, the 
most remote Dao village in our study. 
 
In general, Dao and Hmong villagers in the study area have less access to roads 
compared to their Kinh counterparts. In Cluster A, for example, roads were constructed in 2002 
to connect 3 predominantly Kinh villages to the center of Phuong Giao Commune. It was not 
until 2004 that a Dao Village (Village A4) became accessible by motor vehicles. Ethnic 
differentials in road accessibility might in part be explained by the fact that ethnic minorities 
tend to live at higher elevations and in more remote parts of the communes than Kinh. Other 
possible explanations include the lack of social and political capital7 among ethnic minorities, 
which prevented them from participating in commune-level decisionmaking, particularly 
regarding funding allocations and infrastructure development.  
 
 Community leaders and villagers – Kinh and minorities alike – unanimously agreed that 
their villages have been much more accessible over the past few years thanks to inter-commune 
roads.  
 
According to our household survey, 41 percent of sample households in Cluster A and 
57 percent of those in Cluster B report owning a motorcycle. Some villagers sold their buffaloes 
to fund the purchase. Proportions of households owning motorbikes and the number of 
motorbikes they own are expected to rise over the next few years. Demand for road 
development, especially inter-village roads, is therefore high. Many people we interviewed 
expressed the desire to have more funds allocated for expanding and upgrading roads. Road 
maintenance has not yet been viewed as an urgent issue and, therefore, has not been discussed 
widely.  
 
Compared to Cluster A, Cluster B is closer to the district town and has relatively better 
roads. For this reason, it appears to have more social amenities. The physical characteristics of 
Cluster B are generally more developed than those of Cluster A. According to the descriptive 
analysis of the household survey shown in Table 3.1, 99 percent of sample households in 
                                                 
7 Among sample households, about 14 percent of Kinh household heads are members of the Communist Party. No 
Dao household heads and only 8 percent of Hmong household heads hold such membership. Communist Party 
membership is one of the most important criteria for holding a top position at any level of administration in 
Vietnam.  
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Cluster B have electricity, compared to about 88 percent in Cluster A. While Hmong households 
in Cluster B are as likely as their Kinh neighbors to have electricity, there is a relatively large 
ethnic gap in household access to electricity in Cluster A. Ninety-two percent of sample Kinh 
households have electricity, compared to only 84 percent of Dao households. In Cluster A, 
electricity was first installed around 2003-4 in predominantly Kinh villages. There was a delay 
of 1-2 years before electrification was completed in Dao villages. At the time of the survey 
(2006), only half of all households in the most remote Dao village (Village A5) had access to 
electricity. Relatively low rates of electrification are likely due to installation fees imposed on 
each household and high electricity costs.  
 
Table 3.1. Selected physical characteristics and accessibility of sample households by ethnicity of 
household heads. 
All villages
Predominantly 
Kinh villages* 
Dao villages All villages
Predominantly 
Kinh villages*
Hmong village 
(N=75) (N=37) (N=38) (N=75) (N=37) (N=38)
Basic infrastructure
% Households having electricity 88 92 84 99 97 100
% Households having access to filtered 
water and well water
52 70 34 65 78 53
% Households having a toilet 27 41 13 56 78 34
Household accessibility (Average distance, unit=km.)
Marketplace 11.1 11.8 10.4 4.8 3.6 5.9
Post office 6.4 5.4 7.3 8.9 6.8 10.8
Commune health center 6.4 5.4 7.2 9.2 6.9 11.1
Source: Household survey 2006.
* A predominantly Kinh village is one in which Kinh households account for more than 50 percent of all households.
Selected household characteristics 
Cluster A Cluster B
 
 
For other basic infrastructure, our household survey shows that Cluster B (Kinh 
households in particular) enjoys better access to clean water and sanitation than Cluster A. 
Nearly four fifths of Kinh households in Cluster B report having access to filtered or well water 
for their daily consumption, compared to 70 percent among Kinh in Cluster A, 53 percent 
among Hmong, and 34 percent among Dao. Sanitary infrastructure such as toilets is particularly 
lacking in the study area. Only 13 percent of Dao households in the sample reportedly have 
toilets. Proportions of households having access to a toilet among other groups are slightly 
higher – 34 percent among Hmong households and 41 percent among Kinh in Cluster A. Only 
among Kinh in Cluster B do a majority of households report having access to a toilet (78 
percent).  
 
One of the most important physical characteristics that may have allowed Cluster B to 
develop more favorably than Cluster A is its proximity to the Dong Bo market – a periodic 
marketplace that convenes every 5 days. The average distance from a household in Cluster B to 
the market is about 5 kilometers. Meanwhile, on average, it takes villagers in Cluster A twice as 
long to reach the nearest market (Table 3.1). A few families in our study area, including one of 
the richest, own a permanent stall in the market. In Cluster B, a majority of villagers report that 
they frequently shop at the Dong Bo market for daily necessities and travel periodically to the 
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daily markets in Dinh Ca or in the center of Trang Xa Commune. Phuong Giao Commune, 
where Cluster A is located, does not have its own marketplace.  
 
 
Figure 3.5. A morning in the Dong Bo market 
near Cluster B. The market convenes every 
five days.  
 
Besides the marketplace, both clusters have commune health centers (CHCs) and post 
offices, located in the center of each commune. For villagers in Cluster A, the CHC is the only 
place they can seek modern medical treatment since there are neither private clinics nor 
pharmacies in Phuong Giao. Likewise, the post office is the nearest place they can make phone 
calls. Villagers in Cluster B appear to have more choices for healthcare as well as greater means 
to contact the outside world. At least one pharmacy is located in the center of the commune. 
Access to telecommunications technology appears to be more modernized in Cluster B. A few 
households (Kinh) in Cluster B own telephones and make them available to other villagers to 
make phone calls for a small fee. Some successful families in Cluster B use the newly available 
telecommunications to facilitate their trading of agricultural products with merchants in Dinh Ca 
and other provinces.  
 
Demographic Characteristics 
 
This section examines the demography of the study area based on data from the Village 
Population Census conducted in 2005. As shown in the previous chapter (Table 2.1), the size of 
population in Cluster A (N=1,204) is smaller than that of Cluster B (N=1,708). Both clusters are 
ethnically diverse. Forty-one percent of the population of Cluster A is Kinh, 53 percent is Dao, 
and 6 percent consists of other small ethnic groups such as Tay, Nung, Muong, and San Diu. In 
Cluster B, Kinh account for half of the total population, whereas Hmong (43 percent) and others 
(7 percent) account for the other half. 
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Table 3.2. Selected demographic characterisitcs of population in the study area by ethnicity and cluster, 2005.
All Kinh Cluster A Cluster B
Population size 1527 563 964 646 736
Number of males 761 264 497 329 367
Number of females 766 299 467 317 369
Average household size 4.2 4.4 4.1 4.7 5.5
Mean age 27.7 27.1 28.1 24.1 22.2
% Children under 5 5.4 5.5 5.4 7.7 11.3
Age dependency ratio** 41.1 45.9 38.5 56.0 74.4
% Population ages 15-29 33.9 33.0 34.5 34.8 34.1
% Population ages 15-29 who are 
ever married 
30.6 34.9 28.2 44.0 46.2
Source: Village Population Census 2005. 
**Age dependency ratio = population under 15 + population 65 and over ÷  populations ages 15-64 x 100
* The Kinh population includes a small number of Nung, Tay, Muong, and San Diu ethnic groups (6% of the total population) living in 
the study area.
Kinh* Dao   (Cluster 
A)
Hmong 
(Cluster B)
Demographic characteristics
 
 
Table 3.2 describes key demographic characteristics of the study area by ethnic group: 
Kinh, Dao, and Hmong. We also distinguish between Kinh residents in Clusters A and B. Other 
ethnic minority groups in the study area are combined with the Kinh because they account for 
only a small proportion of the total population and their lifestyles are more similar to the Kinh’s 
than to those of the Dao and Hmong. 
 
According to Table 3.2, the total Kinh population enumerated in the study area in 2005 
is 1,527. The ethnic minority population is slightly smaller than the Kinh, with 646 Dao and 736 
Hmong villagers residing in the study area. On average, the size of households in the study area 
is smaller among Kinh than among ethnic minorities, reflecting lower fertility rates among the 
Kinh. Vietnam’s total fertility rate has declined to the replacement level (2.11 in 2005). 
However, rates vary greatly by ethnic group – ranging from 1.87 among the Kinh to 3.2 among 
the Dao and 7.06 among the Hmong (Vietnam General Statistics Office 2001). The Village 
Population Census indicates that average household size for Kinh is 4.4 in Cluster A and 4.1 in 
Cluster B. Dao households have a mean size of 4.7 members. Hmong households are the largest, 
with an average size of 5.5 members. 
 
As a result of high fertility rates, the age structure of the Hmong population is younger 
than that of other ethnic groups in the study area. Mean age of the Hmong population is 22.2 
years, compared with 24.1 among Dao and 27.7 among Kinh. Moreover, over 10 percent of the 
Hmong population is under age 5. Proportions of under-5 children are substantially lower 
among Dao and Kinh – 7.7 and 5.4 percent respectively. The age structure further suggests 
considerably higher dependency ratios among Hmong, compared to Dao and Kinh. For every 
100 working-age Hmong (i.e., those ages 15-64), 74 persons fall into the age dependency 
category (i.e., under age 15 and over age 64). The age dependency ratios are only 56 among Dao 
and 41 among Kinh in the study area.  
 
One of the clearest ethnic differences in the study groups is that young people with 
ethnic minority background are more likely than Kinh to be married. For example, 44 and 46 
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percent of Dao and Hmong populations ages 15-29 have ever married, compared with only 31 
percent of their Kinh counterparts.  
 
Social Infrastructure 
 
In the study area, settlements are usually built along roads in low-lying valleys and located 
relatively close to one another. There are some exceptions in which one extended family or a 
few families settle on isolated mountain slopes or elevated areas. This pattern of settlement is 
more common in Dao villages in Cluster A and, to a certain extent, in the Hmong village in 
Cluster B where level areas of land are scarce. In general, villagers prefer living in a low-lying 
area close to the center of their village. However, rapid population growth (primarily due to 
natural increase) and subsequent increasing demand for land appear to push some households to 
settle in more remote areas. Families often own both rice fields and upland land where they 
grow maize or sugarcane. Even among families who are centrally located, their farmland is 
often far from their homestead. A majority of them have to travel (usually on foot) at least a few 
kilometers to tend their farm. A few families end up settling in remote areas where they farm.  
 
 
 
Figure 3.6. The stilt house of a well-off Kinh 
family in the center of Phuong Giao 
Commune. 
 
Figure 3.7. A shack in a Dao village (Village 
A4) in Cluster A. 
 
Two types of housing are common in the study area. The first type is nha san or stilt 
houses. Contrary to our expectation, Kinh are more likely than ethnic minorities to live in stilt 
houses. A stilt house usually has walls made of wood planks and has a clay-tile roof and 
hardwood floor. The house usually has one large room divided into sections for different 
functions such as sleeping, dining, and receiving guests. The kitchen is usually separated from 
the living area. During cold winter months, household members spend time resting and relaxing 
in the kitchen because it is usually the warmest place in the house. The area beneath the house is 
often used for storage. Stilt houses are more common in Cluster A than in Cluster B.  
 
The second common type of housing is nha dat or houses built on the ground. Various 
materials are used for walls, floors, and roofs depending on household economic status. While 
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villagers who are economically well-off prefer a house with wood walls and cement floors, poor 
households usually live in nha dat with bamboo walls and dirt floors. Cement houses that are 
commonly seen in Vietnam’s lowland regions have become increasingly popular in the study 
area, particularly in Cluster B where households have higher income than in Cluster A. At least 
3 or 4 families in Cluster B own a two-storey cement house.  
 
The study area is ethnically diverse. While Kinh villagers are well-assimilated with Tay 
and Nung residents,8 the settlement patterns indicate that Kinh coexist rather than fully integrate 
with Dao and Hmong populations. While many Hmong and Dao in the study area no longer 
wear their unique traditional outfits in their daily lives, social cohesion within each ethnic group 
seems to remain strong. The nature of social interaction across ethnic groups in the study area is 
illustrated by the following comment by a leader of Trang Xa Commune People’s Committee: 
 
At the present time it’s hard to distinguish Tay or Nung from Kinh. Young 
people with Tay or Nung background could no longer speak their ethnic 
language. They only speak Kinh. There’s no problem in communication. 
They become friends, play with one another, and share knowledge about 
economic activities. As far as I’m concerned, this is not the case for 
Hmong and Dao. Communication between these two groups and Kinh is 
still somewhat an issue. Hmong and Dao still lag behind Kinh in their 
economic development. They remain quite marginalized. 
 
Despite the overall lack of assimilation between Kinh, Hmong, and Dao, comments 
made by some villagers and community leaders suggest that interactions between ethnic groups 
have increased recently and change might be underway. Also, increasing economic 
opportunities and economic diversification seem to contribute positively to social interactions 
across ethnic groups.  
 
Subtle forms of discrimination against ethnic minorities remain. A few Kinh residents in 
the study villages, particularly those of older generations, said that they are afraid of ethnic 
minorities, particularly Dao, because they believe Dao have magic and are capable of casting a 
spell. They usually refer to the presence of shamans in Dao rituals and ceremonies, which are 
not part of their own culture. Likewise, some ethnic minorities such as Dao and Hmong 
expressed their concern about communicating with Kinh villagers. Some said they are afraid of 
being abused or taken advantaged of by Kinh. Others mentioned discrimination, language 
barriers, and different outlooks and lifestyles as hindrances to their interactions with Kinh.  
                                                 
8 Compared to other districts in Thai Nguyen Province, Vo Nhai District has the highest concentration of ethnic 
minority populations (63 percent of the total population). Tay is the largest ethnic minority group in Vo Nhai (22 
percent of all residents). Nung (20 percent) and Dao (14 percent) are the second and third largest groups. Hmong 
and San Chay each account for 4 percent of Vo Nhai’s total population. Other ethnic minorities living in Vo Nhai 
are Thai, Muong, and San Diu.  
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Economy and Income-generating Activities  
 
All villages in our study area are primarily agricultural. Major crops are rice and maize. 
According to our household survey (N=150), 81 percent of sample Kinh households report 
cultivating rice, while 97 percent of Dao and Hmong do so. Proportions of households growing 
corn are higher. Almost 90 percent of Kinh households in the sample grow corn, as do virtually 
all Dao households and 95 percent of Hmong households. In the study area, soybeans, ground 
nuts, squash, and other vegetables are also grown. In addition, farmers in Cluster B cultivate 
sugarcane. The household survey indicates that 41 percent and 79 percent of Kinh and Hmong 
households in Cluster B grow sugarcane. Further, prior to 2006, artemisinins were grown widely 
in the study area to supply the production of anti-malaria drugs. However, after its price tumbled 
in early 2006, few families invested in the cash crop.  
 
 
Figure 3.8. A villager harvesting corn, 
one of the area’s main cash crops. All 
local agriculture involves small-scale 
and labor-intensive cultivation. 
  
All local agriculture involves small-scale and labor-intensive cultivation. While some 
farmers have been using ploughing machines, the use of buffaloes in agricultural production is 
still common. Land use and crop choice depend on land elevation and water availability. Low-
lying land is used for growing rice. Farmers usually can grow rice only once a year. Only in 
some irrigated areas in Cluster A (predominantly Kinh villages) can rice be cultivated twice a 
year. Higher-elevation land with alluvial soil is used for growing maize, sugarcane, ground nuts, 
and beans. Land near the homestead is used for vegetables and fruit orchards such as guavas, 
mangos, and jackfruits. Lack of water is a main problem for cultivation in the study area, 
particularly in Cluster A. While several small streams run through the study villages in Cluster 
A, they dry up quickly in the summer and autumn. A few years ago a small number of farmers 
in Cluster A mobilized enough capital to implement an irrigation system to cultivate their land, 
with some technical support from Vo Nhai District’s Agricultural Department. Households 
benefiting from the irrigation system contributed 5,000,000 VND to maintain it.  
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High-yield rice is grown on irrigated land, and most of the rice is consumed by farmers 
and their families. Only a handful of farmers sell surplus rice, mostly Kinh. Among sample 
households, about one fourth of Kinh households in Cluster A and 35 percent in Cluster B report 
selling rice. However, only 5 percent of Dao and 18 percent of Hmong households in the sample 
have surplus rice for sale. All Kinh villages in the study area have at least one rice-processing 
mill that is easily accessible, and all processing is mechanized. Meanwhile, hand-wielding rice 
mills are still used widely in the Dao and Hmong villages. Some Dao farmers pay to use a 
mechanized rice mill owned by their Kinh neighbors. The payment is usually made in rice, 
instead of cash. In addition to rice, farmers grow vegetables, beans, and fruits for domestic 
consumption and for sale in the local markets. Growing vegetables for sale is more common 
among villagers in Cluster B than in Cluster A. With little storage and transportation available, 
vegetable markets are usually seasonal and yield little profits for most farmers.  
 
 
 
Figure 3.9. Sugar production in a 
Hmong village in Trang Xa Commune. 
 
While Thai Nguyen Province is famous throughout Vietnam for its tea, tea is not grown 
in our study area. Maize and sugarcane are two important cash crops. Sugarcane is cultivated 
widely only in Cluster B because it is a water-intensive crop. Maize is usually sold to make 
animal feed. Meanwhile, sugarcane is often processed into sugar by farmers before being sold. 
With improved inter-commune and inter-village roads, most farmers in the study area do not 
need to transport their own agricultural products to the markets. Middlemen from the district 
town and the commune centers buy the products directly from farmers and transport them using 
small trucks. Over the past few years, about ten Kinh families in Cluster B had enough capital to 
buy a truck and started such a transport business themselves. This has increased their interaction 
with ethnic minority farmers in neighboring villages. 
 
In general, community leaders agree that crop production has increased significantly 
over the past few years as a result of new knowledge about agricultural technology, several 
varieties of rice and corn, and use of fertilizer. High productivity and high returns to agricultural 
production are not the case for every study village, however. The farthest Dao village (Village 
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A5) and some households that live in remote parts of each study village do not fully enjoy the 
economic growth observed among other households. Their vulnerability seems to arise from 
their remoteness. For example, Dao farmers in Village A5 have less bargaining power when 
trying to sell corn to middlemen. They have to accept whatever price is offered to them because 
their village is much harder to reach than other villages in Cluster A. Further, despite a 
significant increase in income earned from high crop outputs, farmers in the study area appear to 
be vulnerable because their production depends a great deal on fertilizer and pesticide use. 
 
In addition to selling cash crops such as corn and sugarcane, another primary source of 
household income is the selling of animals, particularly pigs, buffaloes, and chicken (Table 3.3). 
According to the household survey, more than half of all households in the study area raise pigs. 
A majority of farmers raise no more than a few pigs at a time. A few families (mostly Kinh) 
have started an animal husbandry enterprise. Many poor households express their desire to 
increase their household income by raising more pigs, but a lack of capital and knowledge is 
cited as a hindrance to doing so. 
 
Table 3.3. Major sources of income in the study area by ethnicity and cluster, 2006. 
Total Cluster A Cluster B
(N=74) (N=37) (N=37) (N=38) (N=38)
Rice production 76 84 68 61 71
Other cash crops 77 73 81 90 97
Animal husbandry 68 65 70 47 66
Agricultural wage 27 38 16 16 11
Non-agricultural wage 20 30 11 3 0
Trading 11 3 19 0 0
Source: Household Survey 2006.
Kinh
% Households having primary sources of 
income from …
Dao (Cluster A) Hmong (Cluster B)
 
Agricultural wage labor is another major source of income for households in the study 
area. Villagers usually work as day laborers after each year’s harvest season ends. For 
households that do not have much land, members may work as day laborers all year round. 
Some families reportedly seek agricultural wages only when they need cash to buy rice. Some 
male villagers in our study area, particularly those in their 20s and 30s, have recently been 
taking up day labor in the lumber industry. This type of work usually requires that the workers 
travel to remote forests and remain away from their home villages for a few weeks per trip. Both 
Kinh and ethnic minority villagers are in occupations directly dependent on agriculture as 
farmers and wage laborers. There is a greater diversity in sources of income among Kinh than 
among ethnic minority villagers. Kinh households are more likely than Dao and Hmong 
households to receive earnings from service jobs, trading, and non-agricultural wage labor.  
 
Kinh households in both Clusters A and B run various family enterprises including small 
grocery stores, cafés selling food and drinks, and tailor shops. The businesses are usually 
located along inter-village roads. Apart from these small family-run enterprises, there are no 
other non-farm businesses in the study area that hire non-family workers. Economic 
opportunities are limited in the center of the Phuong Giao Commune but appear to be thriving in 
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the center of Trang Xa Commune. Trang Xa boasts various shops selling luxury goods such as 
sofas, motorcycles, and Western-style wedding dresses.  
 
The economy of Dinh Ca Town is dominated by family enterprises and local 
government offices, and large non-farm industries do not exist within the 20-kilometer radius of 
the study area. The only large-scale industry close to the study area is the La Hien Cement 
Factory located on Highway 1B near the border of Vo Nhai and Dong Hy Districts (on the way 
to Thai Nguyen City). Another large cement factory is being constructed near the La Hien 
factory. It remains to be seen whether this increased economic diversification will change the 
job opportunity structure of villagers in the study area.  
 
Table 3.4. Distribution of household income in the study area by ethnicity and cluster, 2006
Total Cluster A Cluster B
(N=74) (N=37) (N=37) (N=38) (N=38)
Minimum 0.6 0.6 2 0.1 1
25th percentile 4 4 6 3 5
50th percentile 8 7 15 6 10
75th percentile 20 15 20 10 15
Maximum 500 51 500 18 35
Mean income 18.6 8.5 28.5 6.3 11.3
Source: Household Survey 2006
Income                    
(unit=million VND)
Kinh
Dao (Cluster A) Hmong (Cluster B)
 
 
Table 3.4 presents the distribution of income among sample households in the study 
area. While the estimates should be interpreted carefully because of the small sample size, it is 
clear that Kinh households in Cluster B are economically better off than both their counterparts 
in Cluster A and ethnic minority households. On average, Dao household income is the lowest 
in the study area. To our surprise, sample Hmong households report higher annual income than 
Kinh in Cluster A. It is interesting to observe that the distribution of household income among 
ethnic minorities varies relatively narrowly, while there is larger income gap among Kinh 
households. 
 
Participation in Poverty Reduction Programs 
 
The study area is located in communes classified as the ―most difficult and remote‖ in 
Vietnam (see Box 3.1 for how poor communes and households are classified). Thus, they are 
qualified to receive various forms of assistance from the government’s targeted poverty 
reduction programs such as Program 135, the Hunger Eradication and Poverty Reduction 
Program (HEPR), and Decision 139 (the Healthcare Fund for the Poor). The major benefits from 
these programs are infrastructure development, subsidized education and healthcare, micro 
credit programs, and agricultural extension.  
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Box 3.1: How are poor communes and poor households identified? 
 
The identification of the ―most difficult and remote‖ communes was based on a combination of criteria. These 
include remoteness, altitude above sea level, distance from the district center, difficult conditions for production, 
and a poverty rate higher than 30 percent according to the Ministry of Labor, War Invalids, and Social Affairs 
(MOLISA). The list of communes was compiled in stages from the bottom up. It is not clear how the selection 
was made. In the first stage, between 1998 and 2000, 1,715 communes were selected to participate in Program 
135. By 2002, the total beneficiaries had been increased to 2,362 communes.  
 
Further, a separate list was compiled from Program 133 (also known as HEPR). To be included in this list, at 
least 40 percent of a commune’s households must be classified as poor based on the MOLISA method. 
Communes that do not have basic infrastructure are also included in this list.  
 
In addition to the identification of poor communes, poor households in every province are also identified. The 
allocation of ―poor household certificates‖ is based on decisions made by local commune and village officials 
using (in principle, at least) the method to target the poor developed by MOLISA. According to the original 
criteria, households are considered poor if their income per capita is lower than 150,000 VND per month in urban 
areas, 100,000 VND in rural areas, and 80,000 VND in mountainous and remote areas. In 2004, this benchmark 
was adjusted to 200,000 VND per month per person in rural areas and 260,000 VND in urban areas.  
 
In practice, however, relatively few households are surveyed to measure their income. The identification of 
beneficiaries for exemption from education fees or the distribution of health care cards is actually based on a 
more participatory method. Assemblies at the village level actually debate, and even sometimes vote on, the 
poverty status of their participants, so as to allocate whichever benefits are available.  
 
While some consideration is given in these assemblies to the income benchmarks used by MOLISA, the first-
hand knowledge neighbors have of each other is often a more important consideration. The Participatory Poverty 
Assessments suggest that the mechanism used by local officials to allocate benefits is genuinely oriented toward 
the identification of the poorest households. This mechanism was also used to allocate agricultural land, and there 
is evidence that such allocation was indeed pro-poor.  
 
Source: Adapted from World Bank (2004). 
 
These poverty reduction programs have been implemented in the study area since the 
1990s. According to the household survey, not all households are aware of the programs and 
their benefits. For example, key informants from Kinh sample households are more likely to be 
aware of the programs than their ethnic minority counterparts. Eighty-one and 84 percent of 
Kinh in Cluster A and Cluster B acknowledged that they have heard about the poverty reduction 
programs, compared with only 55 percent of Dao and 71 percent of Hmong respondents.  
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Total Cluster A Cluster B
(N=74) (N=37) (N=37) (N=38) (N=38)
Free healthcare 72 62 81 68 71
New infrastructure 68 65 70 47 71
Loans at preferential rates 53 60 46 74 50
Tuition exemption/reduction 51 43 60 32 45
Agricultural and forestry extension 18 22 14 18 24
House repairs/construction 5 11 0 13 8
Loans to buy cattle 8 8 8 8 5
Production land support 4 8 0 0 0
Transportation subsidy 0 0 0 3 3
Source: Household Survey 2006.
Hmong
(Cluster B)
Table 3.5. Distribution of sample households reporting receipt of benefits from poverty reduction programs.
% Households receiving specific benefits
Kinh Dao
(Cluster A)
 
 
Table 3.5 shows proportions of sample households who report having received specific 
benefits from the poverty reduction programs. Households in the study area frequently report 
having benefited from free healthcare, new infrastructure, micro credit programs, tuition 
exemption/reduction, and agricultural extension. Only small proportions acknowledge having 
benefited from house repairs, loans to buy cattle, transportation subsidy, or land support.  
 
Regardless of whether households are officially certified as poor, every household in the 
study commune is entitled to free healthcare at commune health centers (though villagers still 
have to pay for medicines). According to the household survey, higher proportions of sample 
households in Cluster B report having received healthcare benefits, compared to those in Cluster 
A. We did not observe any consistent Kinh/minority differentials. A large proportion of P135 
investment has been allocated to commune- and village-level infrastructure. Again, higher 
proportions of households in Cluster B, regardless of their ethnicity, acknowledge the benefits 
from new infrastructure. Less than half of Dao households in the sample perceive that they gain 
from new infrastructure. This likely reflects the fact that among all study villages, Dao villages 
are the least accessible and the least developed.  
 
According to Table 3.5, higher proportions of sample households in Cluster A (60 
percent of Kinh and 74 percent of Dao) benefit from loans with preferential rates compared to 
those in Cluster B (46 percent among Kinh and 50 percent among Hmong). Moreover, higher 
percentages of households in Cluster B report having received educational benefits than those in 
Cluster A. Within each cluster, Kinh sample households are more likely to report having 
benefited from tuition exemption/reduction than their minority counterparts. Of all selected 
benefits from poverty reduction programs, money for house repairs is the one benefit that 
minority households are perhaps slightly more likely to receive than Kinh. Thirteen percent of 
Dao households and 8 percent of Hmong households in the sample received housing repair 
assistance.  
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Figure 3.10. A group of Kinh women from 
Phuong Giao Commune waiting to borrow 
money from the Social Policy Bank. They 
are allowed to borrow up to 7 million VND. 
Most borrow between 3 and 5 million VND, 
which they must pay back within three 
years. 
 
 
Most households in the sample that took loans did so from the Social Policy Bank (Nhan 
Hang Chinh Sach). Borrowers are allowed to borrow up to 7 million VND (USD440) at a low 
interest rate of 1 percent per month. However, in practice, most villagers could receive only 
about 3 million VND (USD180). Some farmers find that 3 million VND is inadequate to make 
any reasonable investment. Therefore, they are willing to pay higher interest rates and borrow 
from private lenders, who usually charge a monthly interest rate of 3 or 4 percent. For a larger 
loan such as 10-20 million VND, villagers in the study area usually borrow from the Bank for 
Agricultural Development. Yet, only a few people are qualified for such loans.  
 
In general, villagers perceive that their living standards have improved considerably over 
the past five years, regardless of their participation in poverty reduction programs. Among the 
sample households, well over 70 percent agree that their livelihoods have changed for the better. 
Both Kinh and Hmong residents of Cluster B are more likely than villagers in Cluster A to 
speak positively about improvements in their livelihood. About 80 percent of Kinh and 75 
percent of Hmong households believe their living standards have improved over the last five 
years, compared to approximately 70 percent among Kinh and Dao in Cluster A. This seems to 
be consistent with the observed levels of economic and infrastructure development. The 
economy of Cluster B is more diversified and its accessibility to the district town is greater.  
 
Despite an overall optimistic outlook on living standards, poverty remains pervasive in 
the study area. Poverty related to food security and hunger has generally decreased, but it is still 
a concern for some villagers, particularly Dao. For others, poverty is manifested as a lack of 
security and safety nets. While villagers may have enough food to eat year round and feel that 
their livelihoods have improved, an economic shock such as a family illness can push them back 
into poverty once again.  
 
The incidence of relative poverty appears to be even more pervasive than hunger 
poverty. Many villagers talked about their socioeconomic well-being in relation to their 
neighbors. Although many families have attained a standard of living to satisfy their basic needs 
(having enough food, water, clothing, and shelter), several feel deprived because they cannot 
afford a motorcycle, television, or DVD player. 
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In the household survey, key informants are asked to assess their well-being relative to 
the rest of the village. Residents of Cluster A (both Kinh and Dao) are more likely to report that 
their well-being is lower than average or that they are poor. About 72 percent of Kinh and 53 
percent of Dao believe they have lower living standards than their neighbors. Meanwhile, 
residents of Cluster B are more likely to say that their standard of living is average.  
 
The preceding review establishes that the two clusters of villages are primarily 
agricultural, but with a transitional economy. On average they are probably representative of 
ethnically mixed communes in northeastern Vietnam. There are some important socioeconomic 
and demographic differences between the two clusters and between the Kinh and the ethnic 
minority residents. These differentials may affect how young people in the study area make the 
transition to adulthood. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
SCHOOLING AND TRANSITION TO WORK 
 
 
 
Figure 4.1 Faces of the future – primary school students from Village A2 on their way home 
from school. Primary schools are now easily accessible for most children in the study area, 
except for some Dao and Hmong.  
 
Past studies indicate that one of the root causes of the underdevelopment of ethnic minorities in 
Vietnam lies in their lack of adequate educational preparation, which affects their transitions to 
adulthood and their well-being throughout the life course. This chapter addresses the process of 
educational attainment and transition from school to work among young people, particularly 
ethnic minorities, in two mountainous communities in Vietnam’s Northern Uplands. The first 
part of the chapter provides an analytical overview of educational provision in the study area; 
describes differentials in educational preparation across cohorts as well as across ethnic groups; 
and delineates factors that explain these differentials. In particular, we examine what prompts 
some students in remote areas to remain in school and what leads others to drop out. We also 
address the effects of educational assistance under Vietnam’s targeted poverty reduction 
schemes on young people’s educational outcomes.  
 
The second part of the chapter describes various pathways that these young people take 
after leaving school and entering full-time work. We illustrate differentials in transitions from 
school to work across ethnic groups. We attempt to understand why some young people never 
move away from their villages and what kind of economic opportunities are available to them. 
We also examine factors that influence other young people to migrate and try to understand 
what makes some migrant workers successful in finding a lucrative job in urban areas or 
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overseas, and why many fail. The impact of poverty reduction programs in shaping young 
people’s transitions to the role of economic providers is discussed.  
 
Educational Provision in the Study Area 
 
All schools in Vo Nhai District are public and thus are administered and financed by the 
Department of Education and Training (DOET). Figure 4.2 illustrates how each level of 
schooling in the district is administered. While the district’s DOET is in charge of the provision 
of kindergarten, primary, and lower-secondary levels of schooling, three schools providing 
upper-secondary education and a special lower-secondary program for talented ethnic minority 
students are under the direct supervision of Thai Nguyen Province’s DOET.  
 
Figure 4.2. Administration of public schools in Vo Nhai District, Thai Nguyen Province. 
 
 
 
Kindergartens and primary schools are easily accessible for most students in the study 
area, with the exception of some Dao and Hmong. The schools in both clusters have recently 
been renovated– in 2005-6 for Cluster A and 2006-7 for Cluster B. They now boast a two-storey 
building where classrooms are located and feature other amenities including bathrooms, 
playgrounds, and offices for teachers. Classes from kindergarten through 5th grade are offered. 
According to the household survey, average distances to the nearest primary school range from 
1.3 kilometers among sample Kinh households to 2.9 kilometers among the Hmong households. 
These estimates are comparable to the national averages of 1.4 kilometers for Kinh-Chinese 
households and 2.0 kilometers for ethnic minority households based on the Vietnam Living 
Standards Surveys (Baulch et al. 2004). Primary-school students usually walk to school with 
other children from their villages. Although motorbike ownership in the study area has become 
increasingly common, parents do not usually give their young children a ride to school.  
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Figure 4.3. The primary school in Cluster A 
catering to both Kinh and Dao students in the 
study area has recently been renovated with 
financial assistance from one of Vietnam’s 
targeted poverty reduction schemes. 
Figure 4.4. In the satellite primary school in 
the most remote Dao village, classrooms 
usually have very basic furniture and are in 
need of renovation. 
 
Unlike a majority of students in the study area, children from the most remote Dao 
village and the Hmong village do not enjoy the same amenities and facilities that are offered at 
the newly renovated primary schools. Because of the remote location of their villages, the Dao 
and Hmong children attend the 1st to 3rd grades at satellite schools located in their villages. In 
the case of Dao students in Village A5, their satellite school is deteriorating. Built in a makeshift 
manner, the classrooms have dirt floors, a thatched roof, and a few pieces of worn furniture. 
They do not have adequate lighting, and the classrooms are not well-equipped to handle the 
weather in monsoon or winter seasons. Teachers assigned to the satellite schools are usually not 
from ethnic minority groups. They usually live elsewhere (e.g., in the center of the commune) 
and commute to the school at the beginning of the week and return home on Thursday or Friday. 
At the beginning of each academic year, teachers in Phuong Giao are assigned in rotation to 
teach at the satellite school. Teachers are reportedly reluctant to take up the assignment. After 
finishing the 3rd grade at the satellite school, minority children have to transfer to the 4th grade at 
the main primary schools, located at a distance of 8 kilometers via a mountainous road in the 
case of Dao students from Village A5 and about 5 kilometers in the case of Hmong students in 
Cluster B.  
 
From the 6th to 9th grades students in Cluster A attend Phuong Giao’s only lower-
secondary school near the commune center. The school was upgraded in 2003 and now has 
improved physical infrastructure such as two three-storey buildings, a dining area, and bicycle 
parking areas. Compared to the primary school, the lower-secondary school is less accessible to 
students from Cluster A because of the distance and road conditions. According to the 
household survey, the average distance to the school is 5 kilometers among sample Kinh 
households and 7 kilometers among the Dao households. Students usually walk or bike to 
school. It takes about 45 minutes to commute in one direction. The lower-secondary school in 
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Cluster B is more easily accessible than in Cluster A. This is particularly true for Kinh students 
who live near the Dong Bo market. The school shares some of its facilities with the primary 
school. Despite the convenience, one of the downsides for students in Cluster B is a constant 
lack of classrooms. Currently, the school deals with this issue by shuffling class schedules. For 
example, classes for primary-level students take place in the morning and those for lower-
secondary level are offered in the afternoon.  
 
Before 2006, Dinh Ca was the only place in Vo Nhai District where students could 
attend the 10th to 12th grades (upper-secondary school). Since 2006, this level of schooling has 
been offered at two additional schools in Trang Xa and Cuc Duong Commune. Dinh Ca has two 
upper-secondary schools. The first admits students who completed the 9th grade and passed an 
entrance examination. Organized as a continuation or ―bo tuc‖ program, the second school is 
less selective in its admission requirements. Students attending upper-secondary schools in Dinh 
Ca are from all over Vo Nhai District. They usually stay in Dinh Ca during weekdays and return 
home on the weekend. 
 
According to the household survey, an average distance from sample households in 
Cluster B to the nearest upper-secondary school is 12 kilometers for Kinh and 14 kilometers for 
Hmong. Students from Cluster A commute a much longer distance – about 20-25 kilometers in 
one direction. The usual means of transportation for students in both clusters is by bicycle. It 
takes about an hour for students from Cluster B and two hours for those from Cluster A to travel 
from home to upper-secondary school.  
 
In addition to the regular schooling system (the 1st to 12th grades), two other educational 
programs are available in the study area. The first program is a special lower-secondary 
boarding school for talented ethnic minority students. Located in Dinh Ca, the school is known 
as the Ethnic Minority Boarding School (or Truong hoc noi chu) (see Box 4.1). The school 
represents one of the government’s efforts to bridge the educational gap between Kinh and 
ethnic minorities. One of the school’s main objectives is to give ethnically sensitive, high-
quality secondary education to outstanding minority students from remote mountainous areas. 
Students are admitted to the school based on nominations from commune-level governments in 
Vo Nhai District and nearby mountainous districts. Theoretically, the nominations are based on 
students’ ethnicity (having at least one minority parent), remote residence, study performance, 
and parents’ socioeconomic background. Children of disabled war veterans receive admission 
preference. Many minority parents in the study area hope that their children have an opportunity 
to study at the Ethnic Minority Boarding School because the teaching quality is relatively high 
and all expenses (room and board included) are highly subsidized. However, to date, only a 
handful of minority students have been admitted to this school.  
 
 
 
 
 
 Minority Youth and Families in Vietnam – Page 40  
 
 
Box 4.1: Ethnic Minority Boarding Schools 
 
Ethnic minority boarding schools (known in Vietnamese as Truong hoc noi chu) were established by the 
government of Vietnam throughout the country to provide high-quality secondary education for students of ethnic 
minority background. Tuition, room and board, and other fees are heavily subsidized by the government.  
 
In Dinh Ca, an ethnic minority boarding school was established in the mid-1990s to provide lower-secondary 
education (i.e., from the 6th to 9th grades) for outstanding ethnic minority students in Vo Nhai as well as nearby 
districts.* Students admitted to this school must have a father or mother who is legally classified as non-Kinh.  
 
In theory, ethnic minority students admitted to the school are considered ―the cream of the crop.‖ In practice, 
each commune’s People’s Committee nominates a few eligible students to attend the school. Preference is given 
to children of veterans, particularly disabled ones, and children of commune cadres. Disadvantaged ethnic groups 
such as Hmong and Dao are more likely to be selected to attend the school than better-off groups such as Tay and 
Nung. Students who are half-ethnic minority must score high marks on annual exams in order to be admitted to 
the ethnic minority boarding school.  
 
Admission to the school is highly competitive since the demand is great for very limited seats. Parents in the 
study areas mention the superior qualification of teachers in ethnic minority boarding schools, compared to 
regular public schools. The teaching strategies are also believed to better address the needs of ethnic minority 
students. Once students are accepted to the boarding school in Dinh Ca, it will be easy for them upon graduation 
to transfer to the ethnic minority boarding school in Thai Nguyen City, which offers upper-secondary schooling. 
Moreover, impressively high proportions of students from this school could also gain admission to good 
universities in Thai Nguyen and Hanoi.  
____________________ 
* Two other ethnic minority boarding schools in Thai Nguyen Province are located in Phu Luong District 
(providing lower-secondary education) and in Thai Nguyen City (providing upper-secondary education).  
 
 
The second educational program offers adult education courses. The classes are offered 
periodically in the study area by Vo Nhai District’s DOET. This program gives a second chance 
to learn for out-of-school youth and adults who have never been to school. Classes under this 
program are usually free of charge and offered in the evening. The adult education program 
focuses on building literacy skills such as reading and writing and basic mathematics. While 
ethnic minority young people whom we interviewed express keen interests in attending these 
classes, the program are not very successful in the study villages. Only a small number of adult 
students graduated in the past, and dropout rates are high.  
 
Beyond the 12th grade, no institutions in Vo Nhai District currently offer tertiary-level or 
vocational education. Young people in the study area who are able to continue to higher 
education have to move to Thai Nguyen City or other major urban areas. Few students from 
Clusters A and B, especially Hmong and Dao, have completed college or university education. 
The following sections describe the patterns of educational disparities in the study area by birth 
cohorts, ethnicity, and sex. We also compare the differentials in educational attainment in the 
study villages with those observed elsewhere and attempt to explain sources of such educational 
inequality.  
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Differentials in Educational Attainment in the Study Area 
 
Intergenerational Differentials: In general, young people in the study area are more likely than 
their parents to have enrolled in school. A descriptive analysis of Village Census 2005 presented 
in Figure 4.5 shows cohort trends in school participation rates by sex and ethnicity.  
 
 
Figure 4.5. Cohort trends in school participation rates by sex and ethnicity
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Results suggest that today’s young generations attend school in a remarkably higher 
proportions than the older generations. This trend is consistent for both Kinh and minority 
populations and for both males and females. Intergenerational differences are more dramatic 
among ethnic minorities. For example, while less than 40 percent of minority women born in 
1965 or earlier (i.e., age 40 and over) were in school, well over 80 percent of younger minority 
women who were born after 1981 (i.e., below age 25) attended school.9 In the in-depth 
interviews, villagers of the parental generation usually referred to hardships they faced while 
growing up as a major hindrance to their school attendance.  
                                                 
9 A sharp drop in the proportion who have ever been to school observed among the 1976-1980 cohorts of Kinh and 
minority women is perhaps attributable to noise in the data. It is beyond the scope of this report to evaluate this 
discrepancy. Moreover, a slight decline in percentage of school participation rates among the youngest cohort 
(1991-1995) is likely explained by late entry to schooling among some children in the study area. According to in-
depth interviews, some Hmong and Dao children did not start the 1st grade until they were 9 or 10.  
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Not only are the differences in school participation rates between parents and children 
remarkable, but the differential levels of education attained by various cohorts of young people 
are also noteworthy. Figure 4.6 shows proportions of villagers who have at least some lower-
secondary education by their birth cohort, sex, and ethnicity. The percent of young people who 
attained this level of secondary schooling increases considerably among the 1981-1985 and 
1986-1990 cohorts (i.e., youth ages 15-24). This provides a stark contrast to the rates observed 
among the 1976-1980 cohort (ages 25-29). Such cohort differentials are consistent among Kinh 
and minority young people. Comparable intergenerational differences are also observed in the 
transition from lower to upper-secondary education (Figure 4.7). In general, proportions of 
young people who had some upper-secondary schooling are low. An upward trend in attainment 
of upper-secondary education is clear among younger birth cohorts, particularly those born in 
1981-1985.  
 
Ethnic Differentials: There has been a substantial expansion in educational opportunities in the 
study area. School participation rates have increased across all younger cohorts of Kinh, Dao, 
and Hmong. But ethnic disparities in educational attainment remain significant. According to 
Figure 4.5, regardless of ethnicity, over 80 percent of young people born after 1980 attended 
school. While there appears to be no gap between minority males and Kinh students in school 
enrollment rates, the proportions attending school among minority girls clearly still lag behind 
other groups.  
 
What is more worrisome is that much smaller proportions of minority students, 
compared to their Kinh counterparts, managed to make the transition to lower-secondary school. 
Figure 4.6 suggests that while there is generally an upward trend among younger cohorts in 
proportions having at least some lower-secondary education, the ethnic gap remains large. For 
example, while nearly 60 percent of Kinh born in 1986-1990 made a transition to lower-
secondary schooling, only 42 and 31 percent of young minority men and women respectively 
acquired such level of education. 
 
Until recently a transition to upper-secondary education was quite rare among villagers 
in the study area. According to a teacher from Trang Xa Commune, even though students from 
Trang Xa have one of the highest rates in Vo Nhai District of students continuing to upper-
secondary level, only 60 percent of students from the 9th grade did so last academic year. 
Transition to upper-secondary education is even rarer among minority students. Figure 4.7 
indicates an upward trend in proportions of Kinh students having at least some upper-secondary 
education. For instance, the proportions increase from 12 percent among males born in 1976-
1980 to 20 percent among those born 1981-1985.10 The improvement is much more modest 
among minorities. Among the 1981-1985 cohort, less than 10 percent of minority men and 5 
percent of their female counterparts attained upper-secondary education.  
                                                 
10 In Figure 4.7, we do not report estimates from the cohorts born after 1985. Students in mountainous areas usually 
start school later than the standardized age of 6 years old. Therefore, it is likely that they had not yet completed 
lower-secondary school at the time the village census was carried out in 2005.  
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Apart from the Kinh-minority gap in educational attainment, an analysis of 
Village Census 2005 also shows differences in the level of education attained by Dao 
and Hmong villagers in the study area. According to Figure 4.8, school participation 
rates have increased over time for both ethnic groups. For every birth cohort under 
consideration, the gender gap in school enrollment is much more salient among 
Hmong than Dao students. There is a slight decline in enrollment rates among the 
youngest cohort of Hmong (sharper among females than males). This seems to 
suggest that Hmong boys and girls begin schooling at a later age than Dao and Kinh 
students. It is still common for Hmong children to start school at the age of 9 or 10. 
Moreover, Figure 4.9 examines the Dao-Hmong differentials in transition to lower-
secondary education. Results show that attainment of lower-secondary education is 
more common among Hmong and Dao who were born after 1980 (below age 25). 
Hmong young women appear to fall behind other ethnic minority youth in the 
transition to lower-secondary schooling. 
  
Gender Differentials: In the study area, gender inequality in educational attainment is more 
apparent among ethnic minorities than among Kinh. For ethnic minorities (Hmong in 
particular), the gender gap in education is persistent across all levels of schooling and exists 
even among the most recent cohorts of students (Figures 4.8 and 4.9). Meanwhile, for the Kinh, 
the gender gap narrows over time. While the gap between Kinh boys and girls appears to be 
closing at the lower-secondary level (Figure 4.6), there remain some gender differentials in a 
transition to upper-secondary schooling (Figure 4.7).  
 
The patterns of gender differentials in educational attainment observed in the study area 
differ from the trends seen generally in Vietnam, where boys and girls are increasingly more 
likely to enjoy equal educational opportunities. Given a strong son preference and early 
marriage (to be discussed in Chapter 5) among ethnic minorities in the study area, it is uncertain 
whether the gender inequality in education will disappear any time soon. Overall, young people 
in Clusters A and B in Vo Nhai District have lower levels of educational attainment than young 
people in the lowland area of Thai Nguyen Province. For ethnic minority students, completing 
primary school and entering lower-secondary levels are still a challenge. This is particularly the 
case for Dao students in Village A5 where the satellite school offers classes from the 1st to 3rd 
grades only. For Kinh students in the study area, it is rather the transition to upper-secondary 
and tertiary levels that remains a challenge. In Trang Xa, for example, very few students who 
graduate from upper-secondary school are successful in gaining admission to universities. In 
2005, there was only one such student from the entire commune. In 2006, the number increased 
to 7 students – a very small proportion relative to those who graduated from the 12th grade. 
Those who can afford to continue their studies usually attend vocational schools or teaching 
colleges (known as cao dang) where they earn associate degrees. Evidence of low transition 
rates to higher education indicates the need for more attention to the quality of teaching and 
learning among students in the study area.  
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Explaining Differentials in Educational Attainment  
 
Several factors explain why young people in the study area lag behind youth elsewhere in 
Vietnam in educational attainment and why minority young people are among the most 
underdeveloped. The analysis presented in this section utilizes participant observation and in-
depth interviews with young people ages 15-29 and their parents. It also draws on community 
appraisals in which teachers in the study area were interviewed.  
 
Physical Accessibility: Remoteness is often cited as a reason why young people drop out of 
school or discontinue schooling after finishing a certain level of education. Over the past few 
years, there have been a number of efforts in the study area to increase the accessibility of 
schools by improving inter-village roads and school infrastructure. However, success has been 
limited to the provision of primary education. Many families still struggle to gain access to 
secondary education. Physical accessibility of secondary schools appears to be a major 
hindrance. For example, there is only one lower-secondary school in Phuong Giao Commune. 
For the upper-secondary level, students from Cluster A do not have alternatives other than 
attending the schools in Dinh Ca.11 Inter-commune and inter-village roads constructed after 
2000 have certainly helped increase school accessibility. Yet, the new roads tend to benefit 
students who are currently below age 15 rather than the older cohorts. Only a handful of young 
people whom we interviewed (ages 15-29) said that their educational attainment directly 
benefited from increased road accessibility.  
 
The issue of school accessibility appears to be most critical for Dao students in Village 
A5 and Hmong students who live in remote parts of Village B4. The problem is further 
aggravated by factors such as lack of school infrastructure and school schedules that are not 
sensitive to other needs of students. For instance, because of a constant lack of classrooms in 
local schools, classes can only meet in the early afternoon (i.e., other levels meet in the 
morning) and usually do not end until late afternoon. Some Dao and Hmong students do not 
return home from school until 7-8 p.m. because of the long commute via mountainous roads. 
While physical exhaustion reduces students’ motivation to study, some parents are also 
concerned about the safety of their children, especially girls.  
 
Economic Deprivation: In addition to physical accessibility, household poverty is another 
important factor for low educational attainment in the study area. Prior to doi moi, when 
disposable income was rare, tuition was paid in maize. In the 1980s, for example, a family that 
sent children to school was required to contribute 30 kilograms of corn per student per semester. 
Likewise, teachers’ salaries were also paid in kind. One former teacher, for example, recalled 
that he received 30 kilograms of rice per month (the amount was so low that he later quit the 
teaching job). In the years immediately after the start of doi moi, parents were required to 
contribute to children’s educational fees in cash. Since the late 1990s when both Phuong Giao 
and Trang Xa Communes were classified as two of the most disadvantaged and difficult 
                                                 
11 The upper-secondary school in Trang Xa was not established until 2006. At the time of this study, it is too early 
to assess the impact of this school on young people’s attainment of upper-secondary education.  
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communes under Program 135 and HEPR, households that have school-age members have been 
entitled to receive educational assistance. Regardless of their household economic status or 
ethnicity, students in the study area who enroll in the 1st through 12th grades receive a tuition 
waiver. Compared to Kinh students, ethnic minority students receive slightly higher educational 
subsidies. For example, starting in 2006, they receive 60,000 VND annually as a subsidy for 
their textbooks. Further, they receive a reduction for certain school fees.  
 
Although per capita income has generally risen and various forms of monetary assistance 
to education have been available in the study area over the past few years, economic deprivation 
remains one of the main reasons for low enrollment rates in secondary school and few 
successful transitions to higher education among young people in the study area. While tuition 
and some fees are waived, families are still required to pay several itemized fees for their 
children’s education. Interviews with young people and their parents often reveal that schooling 
costs are higher than they expected, despite the tuition waiver and an exemption from other fees.  
 
Sending children to upper-secondary schools in Dinh Ca is considered unaffordable for 
many families in the study area. Going to college or university seems to be out-of-reach for 
most. The largest cost involved in financing this level of education is living expenses such as 
room and board. These expenses are usually not covered under the government’s financial 
assistance scheme for students in remote mountainous areas. Despite various school subsidies, a 
Dao student from Village A2, who just started her first year in the upper-secondary school in 
Dinh Ca, said that her family spent about 500,000 VND per year for her education. Meanwhile, 
a young Kinh woman from the same village said that her schooling in Dinh Ca cost her parents 
about one million VND per year. Both young women emphasized that they lived frugally in the 
district town. To come up with a substantial amount of cash, some Kinh families sell assets such 
as land to finance their children’s higher education. Minority families usually cannot afford to 
do so because of their limited assets.  
 
While existing financial aid does encourage parents to keep their children in school 
longer, many families in the study area live on the brink of poverty. Taking children out of 
school is still a coping strategy when families experience economic shocks such as an illness of 
a family member.  
 
In addition, household economic constraints may also result in the demand for child 
labor, which in turn negatively affects children’s educational attainment. In the interviews, some 
young people over age 20 attributed their low levels of educational attainment to their families’ 
need for their labor. In the past, older children were reportedly asked to stay at home to take care 
of their younger siblings so that their parents had enough time to work on the farm. It was 
common among earlier generations of young people to grow up with at least 5-6 siblings. Such 
circumstances are becoming less common among younger cohorts in the study villages, 
particularly among Kinh. As households in Vo Nhai District have increasingly integrated into 
the global market, the overall need for child labor in household production has declined. At the 
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same time fertility rates have declined sharply, and far greater value has been placed on higher 
education.  
 
Motivation and Enthusiasm for Learning: Consistent with research elsewhere, we find that 
young people in the study area who are more enthusiastic about their studies tend to have better 
educational outcomes (both attainment and performance). The differentials in young people’s 
motivation for knowledge can be explained by various factors including their perception of the 
value of education, parental involvement in children’s education, quality of pedagogy, and peer 
influence. Education is universally valued by villagers – young and old – in the study area. 
However, there are differences in the way in which various groups of young people perceive the 
value of education. While most young people see education as a means for them to do well 
economically, minority young people are more likely to view the benefits of education as 
directly relevant to their trading of cash crops. For example, a young Hmong man said that 
education would help him not to fall victim to middlemen because he knew how to do math. 
Kinh, however, tend to discuss their desire to have higher education as a way to leave the 
agricultural sector, particularly labor-intensive farm work.  
 
Although education is valued highly among young people regardless of their ethnicity 
and socioeconomic status, it is difficult for many of them to stay motivated. For example, in the 
case of students whose home is located several kilometers from school, the physical exhaustion 
from commuting to school each day makes it hard from them to remain enthusiastic about their 
studies. Further, young people in the study area are usually expected to perform various 
household chores and farm work in addition to their studies. Children from poor households 
usually have to do more housework and farm work than those from better-off families. Many 
young people we interviewed complain that the work they have to perform for their families 
sometimes make them too tired to study at night and remain motivated.  
 
Our fieldwork suggests that parental involvement in children’s education has a strong 
positive impact on young people’s motivation for learning and, in turn, their success in 
educational attainment. Kinh parents in the study area are generally more engaged in their 
children’s educational attainment than minority parents. Teachers also consistently reported that 
some minority parents tend to miss parents-teachers meetings. Differentials in parental 
involvement can perhaps be explained by parents’ own level of education, social status, and 
perception about the value of education.  
 
Although parents have considerable influence on young people’s enthusiasm for 
learning, friends and peers also play an important role in determining young people’s motivation 
or lack of motivation to study. During the fieldwork, we spoke with many young people, 
particularly from ethnic minorities, who referred to peer influence as one of the major reasons 
they dropped out of school. In addition, young people’s varying motivation for learning can be 
explained by the quality of educational provision and pedagogy, which depends on school 
facilities as well as human resources. The physical infrastructure of schools appears to affect 
 Minority Youth and Families in Vietnam – Page 49  
students’ learning. Most young people in the study area began their education well before 
schools in Vo Nhai District were renovated.  
 
Moreover, the teaching quality in the study area is questionable. Teachers at local 
schools are usually recruited by Vo Nhai District’s DOET. Many of them are not originally from 
the study area but are usually native to other communes in Vo Nhai District. Most of the 
teachers are Kinh; none of them are Hmong or Dao. Teachers’ qualifications appear to have 
increased a great deal in recent years. A few decades ago teachers at local schools may have had 
only lower-secondary education and some teachers’ training. At the present time, most teachers 
hold at least associate degrees in teaching. It is reported that incentives for teachers in 
mountainous areas have increased over the past few years.12 The quality of teaching, however, 
still receives a mixed review from students and their parents. In general, the educational quality 
in mountainous areas is perceived to be inferior to what is available in urban areas. Some young 
people reported that when they were considering dropping out, their teachers encouraged them 
to continue studying. However, others mentioned that their teachers’ lack of motivation affected 
their learning negatively.  
 
Teachers’ absenteeism is more common in satellite schools than in major schools in the 
study area. As mentioned earlier, some teachers are reportedly reluctant to teach at satellite 
schools. Upon receiving their assignment, they commute to teach during weekdays and return 
home on weekends. In the satellite school in Village A5, teachers reportedly re-arranged class 
schedules for their convenience. Instead of teaching half-day for five days a week, teachers held 
classes all-day from Tuesday to Thursday. As a result, contact between teachers and students in 
satellite schools is considerably less than in main schools where most Kinh children attend. At 
the present time, monitoring and quality control are difficult to carry out in schools in remote 
mountainous areas. Teachers are not held accountable for students’ academic performance. 
During the fieldwork, a few minority young people mentioned that a lack of good relationship 
between teachers and students reduced their incentive to remain in school.  
 
Language Barriers: Low educational attainment among Dao and Hmong young people in the 
study area is partly attributable to their lack of proficiency in Kinh. Ethnic languages are still 
used extensively in minority households (Box 4.2). In the household survey, all sample minority 
households report that either Hmong or Dao is used at home and that household members speak 
Kinh only when they communicate with other ethnic groups. Most minority young people in the 
study villages reportedly learn to speak Kinh only when they start going to school. At local 
schools in the study area, none of the teachers are of Dao or Hmong ethnicity and Kinh is the 
only language of instruction. Despite having an ethnically diverse group of students, local 
schools are required to follow a nationally standardized curriculum designed by the Ministry of 
Education and Training.  
 
                                                 
12 Teachers in mountainous areas receive slightly higher salary than teachers stationed elsewhere. Primary school 
teachers in Phuong Giao Commune, for example, receive between 1.2 and 1.4 million VND per month. 
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Box 4.2: Multi-lingual Education for Vietnam? A Long Way to Go 
 
Vietnam’s constitution states that each ethnic group has the right to use its own languages. Yet, use of ethnic 
minority languages in education is limited to a small number of schools. The Ministry of Education and 
Training guidelines restrict the language of instruction to Kinh. Only eight minority languages are taught as 
school subjects, and few books are written in languages other than the main minority languages: Tay, Muong, 
Cham, and Khmer. There are few ethnic minority teachers owing to the difficulties they face progressing 
through the educational system.  
 
In their effort to promote multi-lingual education in Vietnam, Save the Children UK works with ―key mothers‖ 
in highland communities, building their skills as teaching assistants in pre-schools so that each class has a 
resource person who speaks the children’s language.  
 
Key mothers work with teachers to ensure that content is relevant, adapting curricula and textbooks to the local 
context and using active play and learning techniques. They use local languages to introduce new content, and 
the teacher reinforces the message in spoken Kinh. To help prepare children for primary school, Kinh is 
introduced verbally and children are familiarized with the Kinh alphabet.  
 
At present time, the project is very small-scale. According to Save the Children UK, it is not possible to deliver 
truly bilingual education through Vietnam’s school system in the politically constrained context, and significant 
impact may not be seen for many years.  
 
Source: Adapted from Pinnock, Dinh, and Nguyen. 2006.  
 
While most minority young people we interviewed speak Kinh quite fluently, they 
indicated that it took them at least a few years in school to be able to make sense of what their 
teachers taught. Because of their lack of language proficiency, some minority students are 
required to repeat classes a few times before they can progress to the next level of schooling. 
The language barriers appear to have long-term negative effects on their education, particularly 
affecting young people’s school performance and transitions to higher education. Since minority 
students are more likely to start school at a later age and to have to repeat classes, they usually 
are much older than their Kinh classmates by the time they reach secondary school. This affects 
children’s socialization, as well as their academic performance.  
 
Transition from School to Work 
 
Our fieldwork suggests that a combination of factors explains why some young people have 
better educational preparation than others. In this section, we describe how such differentials in 
educational preparation affect young people’s transition to work. In so doing, we illustrate 
different pathways young men and women take after leaving school to become economic 
providers for their families. Many young people we interviewed expressed a great deal of 
concern about whether they could find a job outside their home villages. As in other rural areas 
of Vietnam, the transition from school to work in the study area takes place gradually. 
Economically productive work is not foreign to most young people in Vo Nhai District. Well 
before they complete schooling, most children have already helped their families in farm 
production.  
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By the time many young people reach their early teens, it is likely that they have already 
had some experience working as day laborers. This is not only true among those with less 
education but also applies to youth who go to Dinh Ca to attend upper-secondary schools. 
Students reportedly take up part-time jobs in the district town. Most productive work available 
to children and teenagers in the study area is agricultural and labor-intensive. On one hand, 
young people officially become full-time workers and economic providers when they leave 
school. On the other hand, there are instances in which jobs that young people take become so 
time-consuming that they must quit schooling altogether.  
 
Four major economic sectors employ young people in the study area: 1) family farm; 2) 
non-family farm; 3) family non-farm; and 4) non-family non-farm. The family farm sector 
offers the most familiar type of work that all villagers grow up with. Non-labor-intensive jobs in 
the non-family non-farm sector are considered the most desirable among younger cohorts of 
Kinh and ethnic minority villagers. Employment in non-family sectors often requires young 
workers to move short- or long-term away from their home villages. Since the local economy is 
growing rapidly and road accessibility has greatly improved, it is common for young people to 
switch back and forth between the family farm sector and other sectors, particularly those 
involving labor-intensive jobs. The following sections examine how the transition from school 
to work differs among Kinh and minority young people by describing pathways to each of the 
four economic sectors.  
 
 
Figure 4.10. Kinh girls carrying rice 
transplants to fields in Phuong Giao 
Commune, where rice is grown for 
subsistence rather than for sale. 
 
 
Family Farm Sector: The family farm sector involves more young people in the study area than 
any other sector. Regardless of their educational background many young people, especially 
never-married Kinh, express the desire to abandon family farm work. Most of them view 
agricultural work as back-breaking with little return.  
 
Despite such a negative outlook toward farm work, young people agree that it offers 
them a social safety net. Youth who have just finished school work on the family farm while 
looking for other jobs. Migrant workers return to farm work if they fail at jobs outside the home 
villages. A large number of young people in the study area remain – voluntarily or involuntarily 
– in the family farm sector and have a tendency to stay throughout their life course. This group 
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tends to have less social and human capital, including young people who are less educated (i.e., 
lower-secondary education or less), belong to ethnic minority groups, and have had little contact 
with the outside world. A lack of proficiency in Kinh also discourages minority young people 
from looking for jobs elsewhere.  
 
Family circumstances appear to play an important role in determining whether young 
people remain in the family farm sector. Ethnic minority parents are more likely than their Kinh 
counterparts to view land as a source of life-long security. By staying in the farm sector, they 
can avoid the risks associated with non-farm jobs. Moreover, some villagers have an idyllic 
view of village life and therefore tend to see more negative influences in the cities where non-
farm jobs are found. Young people who are married and have children are more likely to harbor 
such perceptions.  
 
The younger generation of farmers appears to have relatively better educational 
preparation than their parents. In fact, a substantial number of them have upper-secondary 
schooling. They often express interest in planting new cash crops or breeding animals. The 
expansion of inter-village and inter-commune roads has brought markets closer to most 
villagers. The assistance from Vietnam’s poverty reduction programs has the potential to 
accelerate economic growth in the study area and raise the living standards of villagers. At the 
present time, however, a lack of capital (both land and money for investment) is pervasive. 
Credit programs under the targeted poverty reduction schemes are available to only some 
households. Most young people do not have access to credit programs and have to depend on 
their family for capital, thus limiting their own initiatives.  
 
While the study area as well as the rest of Vo Nhai district has increasingly been 
integrated into the global market (particularly after the WTO accession), most young people 
who remain in the family farm sector are not well-equipped with knowledge about current issues 
and technology that would help them keep up with globalization. Such lack of knowledge makes 
them vulnerable to rapid socioeconomic change. Most villagers do not habitually read 
newspapers, and television ownership is a relatively recent phenomenon. It remains to be seen 
whether the new media might have positive impact on the farm sector.  
 
Non-family Farm Sector: Not only do young people in the study area work on their family farm 
but many also work as farm laborers for non-relatives. While most take up this type of job after 
the harvest season, some do it year round. Non-family farm work may be available within their 
own village, in nearby villages, or in neighboring communes. It often requires young people to 
travel a short distance for a brief period of time ranging from a few days to a few weeks. In 
recent years, opportunities for this type of work have increased throughout the study area. This 
is particularly true in predominantly Kinh villages in Cluster B, where the economy is more 
diversified. In Cluster B, an increasing number of families have income coming primarily from 
remittances, service, and trades rather than farm work. 
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This sector does not require high skills but is labor intensive. Wages vary between 
20,000 and 30,000 VND per day (see more in Chapter 3). Ethnic minority youth and those who 
are less educated are more likely to be employed in this sector. Most young people take up non-
family farm work to diversify their household income. Recently, an increasing number of young 
men and women in the study villages have been drawn to fairly lucrative wage labor in the 
thriving lumber industry in Vo Nhai District.  
 
 
Family Non-Farm Sector: This sector of the economy has growth potential in the study area. 
Currently, only a handful of young people and their families are involved in non-farm family 
enterprises. They tend to be Kinh and have better socioeconomic status relative to the rest of the 
villagers. Villagers in Cluster B are more likely to engage in this economic sector than those in 
Cluster A because of their easy accessibility to Dinh Ca and to the Dong Bo market. Moreover, 
residents of Cluster B generally have higher disposable income than those in Cluster A.  
 
Most shops found in the study area sell food and household goods. However, 
increasingly, new family businesses offer different products and services. A young Kinh 
woman, for example, has just opened a tailor shop in Village B3. Her customers are both Kinh 
and Hmong. At the time of the study, few minority young people in the study area expressed an 
interest in starting family enterprises. Young entrepreneurs usually have experience living 
outside their home village. Lack of capital and of support from older family members prevents 
many young people from pursuing their interests.  
 
Non-Family, Non-Farm Sector: Many young people in the study area aspire to work in 
the non-farm sector. Both young people and their families usually perceive employment in this 
sector to be much less labor-intensive, while yielding much better returns than jobs in the farm 
sector in which they grew up. Many households in the study villages consider sending a family 
member, particularly a young person, to work in the non-farm sector as a strategy to diversify 
their sources of income. Further, since most employment in the non-family, non-farm sector is 
available outside the commune, some youth see this as an opportunity to broaden their 
perspectives.  
 
While workers are generally required to have at least lower-secondary education (i.e., 
the 9th grade), specific training and skills required for manual work vary greatly depending on 
the type of job, employer, location, and pay scale. Young people who look for manual work 
usually prefer to obtain a job in the formal industrial sector (preferably foreign or joint-venture 
factories) where they earn monthly salaries and other fringe benefits. However, many of them 
end up taking non-farm jobs in the informal sector. These are usually labor intensive, pay daily 
wages, and offer no benefits. Since there are some educational requirements, more Kinh than 
minority young people take this pathway as they make the transition into work. The second 
pathway is generally less common among young people in the study area. There are fewer non-
manual jobs and young workers have less information about these jobs than about manual ones. 
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In addition, they often require more educational training, usually at the tertiary level. Young 
people who are eligible to take the second pathway are mostly Kinh.  
 
During the fieldwork, young people who were looking for non-farm work usually 
expressed their preference to stay close to their families if economic opportunities were 
available. However, there are very few non-farm employment opportunities – either manual or 
non-manual – in Phuong Giao, in Trang Xa, or even in Dinh Ca. The major employers in the 
study area are government offices at the commune or district levels.13  
 
With very limited opportunities in the study area, young people who aspire to become 
non-farm salary workers need to travel outside Vo Nhai District. To get what they consider a 
good manual job, they usually have to travel beyond Thai Nguyen City or to the outskirts of 
Hanoi. Some travel as far as the South near Ho Chi Minh City. In general, fewer factory jobs are 
available in the North than in the South of Vietnam.  
 
Over the past few years, there has been a trend in labor movement from the study area to 
countries such as Taiwan and Malaysia. Kinh workers are more likely than their minority 
counterparts to participate in this international labor migration. Jobs available to Vietnamese 
workers in both Taiwan and Malaysia are labor intensive and require low skills. About five 
years ago, young women (usually already married) from the study villages started going to work 
in Taiwan. Most of them are from Kinh villages in Cluster B. They usually take a job as a live-
in maid or caretaker in middle-class Taiwanese families and are required to work in Taiwan for 
three years. Because the returned migrants appear to be quite successful, villagers generally 
have a positive view about labor migration to Taiwan.  
 
The labor movement to Malaysia has started recently in both clusters. Recruiters from 
Hanoi came to the study area to offer young men and women factory work in Malaysia. It was 
unclear to villagers what types of work such recruits would be doing in Malaysia. Some said 
their sons would be working in furniture factories; others mentioned confectionary factories. 
The requirements are few, although workers must pass a health check-up and take preparatory 
classes before they can travel to Malaysia. Workers are responsible for tuition and fees for these 
classes. At the time of the study, a few Dao men in Cluster A had gone to Malaysia, while some 
Kinh villagers were preparing to go.  
 
While many young people in the study area would like to work in the formal non-farm 
sector, very few actually achieve their goal. According to the in-depth interviews and participant 
observation a number of factors explain why some young people are successful in obtaining 
employment in this sector and others are not. Education is one of the most fundamental criteria. 
As mentioned earlier, most jobs require at least lower-secondary education. Average educational 
                                                 
13 At present, many young Kinh women from Cluster A are enrolling in a teachers’ college in Thai Nguyen City 
studying to become kindergarten teachers. They hope to get a job at local schools; however, teaching positions are 
rare since the turnover rates for teachers in the study area are relatively low. 
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attainment of young people in the study area who are in their 20s (particularly ethnic minority 
youth) is primary schooling. Therefore, they are less likely to meet the educational requirement.  
 
Another important factor is household economic status. When workers seek factory 
employment, they are usually required to pay an ―application fee‖ to recruiters or to a human 
resources department. The application fee ensures that workers will obtain a position with the 
company. The fees vary greatly depending on how competitive such employment is. Because 
the fees are usually very high – e.g., two or three times greater than the average annual income 
of a household in the study area—many young people cannot afford to apply.  
 
While many young villagers show a keen interest in working overseas, they are unable to 
pay for fees associated with traveling and living expenses. For example, the fees associated with 
going to work in Malaysia under a 2-year contract are approximately 20 million VND (1,250 
USD). Families who decide to take the risk may borrow money from banks or sell household 
assets such as buffaloes or cows.  
 
In addition to education and economic status, strong social networks appear to be very 
important for workers in acquiring a good job in the non-farm sector. A majority of young 
people who are hired in this sector reportedly hear about the job and receive assistance from 
their family members, relatives, and friends who live in urban areas or have frequent contact 
with persons living outside Vo Nhai District. While many minority residents in the study area 
have relatives living outside Vo Nhai District, members of their social networks usually reside 
in rural and remote areas.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
PREMARITAL RELATIONSHIPS, MARRIAGE, AND PARENTHOOD: 
IMPLICATIONS FOR SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH  
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.1 This Hmong couple, both age 17, had their first child when they were 16 years old. 
Early marriage is still common among ethnic minority young people in the study area. 
 
Evidence suggests that ethnic minority young people may face greater sexual and reproductive 
health risks than their Kinh counterparts for various reasons. First, while there is a cultural 
predisposition toward premarital sex among some ethnic minority groups such as Hmong 
(UNAIDS et al. 2000), this segment of the Vietnamese population is not well-equipped with 
knowledge about human reproduction and sexually transmitted diseases. Compared to the Kinh, 
they also have significantly less access to quality reproductive healthcare for several reasons, 
including their remote residence, language barriers, and cultural beliefs (WHO 2003). Further, 
reproductive health risks are known to be greater for early childbearing. Early marriage and 
early pregnancy remain quite common among many minority couples. For example, while the 
rates of birth delivery at home have been decreasing throughout the country, the practice 
remains common among minority mothers in remote mountainous areas, causing a great deal of 
concern about safe motherhood (WHO 2003).  
 
In this chapter, we explore these health and social issues in the context of Vietnam’s 
emerging HIV/AIDS epidemic. We describe the ethnic and intergenerational differentials in 
transitions to marriage and parenthood among young people in the study area, with a focus on 
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the implications of these transitions for sexual and reproductive health.14 First, we examine the 
patterns of precoital behavior, sexual initiation, mate selection, and access to reproductive health 
services among unmarried young people. We also describe trends in wedding practices, 
prevalence of inter-ethnic marriages, timing of marriage and first birth, and extent of son 
preference in the study villages. In addition, we review the use of and access to family planning 
and other reproductive health services, including abortion, among young married couples.  
 
Before Marriage 
 
Romantic Relationships and Precoital Behavior: Over the past few years, improved road 
accessibility and increasing availability of motorbikes have remarkably increased the mobility 
of the villagers in the study area, particularly young people. A sizable proportion of them, Kinh 
in particular, have traveled outside the villages to study or to work. At the same time, these new 
roads have also brought people from various places into contact with the villagers. We find that 
such increased mobility has had significant impact on the premarital behavior of both Kinh and 
minority young people. A generation ago, young people’s romantic relationships were often 
under the close scrutiny of parents and older relatives (with an exception for the wartime period 
when many young men were mobilized to join the military). There was usually little contact 
between future spouses before marriage. Even among those who were in romantic relationships, 
precoital behavior such as holding hands, kissing, or petting was reportedly rare. Arranged 
marriage was common among both Kinh and ethnic minorities in the study area.  
 
 
 
Figure 5.2. Because of increased mobility as a 
result of new roads and motorbikes, young 
men and women from different villages and 
different ethnic groups have greater 
opportunities to meet. The study area has 
witnessed an increase in the number of inter-
ethnic romantic relationships. 
 
 
 
Today’s younger generation, both Kinh and ethnic minorities, experience less parental 
control and greater independence in exploring romantic relationships as well as mate selection. 
Young people in romantic relationships have more opportunities to spend time alone with their 
                                                 
14 A substantial number of young people, especially women, move out of the study area after their marriage because 
of the practice of patrilocality. Also, some young people who migrated to study and work in other areas may get 
married and settle down elsewhere. Therefore, the experience of marriage and parenthood described in this chapter 
may be selective of the experience of those who are less likely to be away or move out of the villages. Young 
women from other areas who are married to local men and moved to the study area usually have rural backgrounds.  
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partners without their parents’ supervision. Hand-holding among unmarried young couples is 
common. Kissing and petting are not frequently reported as precoital behavior (this might be 
true but it could also be due to underreporting). In general, young people from the study area 
think that their dating habits are quite different from those of their peers in Vo Nhai’s district 
town Dinh Ca, whom they refer to as bolder, more modern, and more lavish.  
 
A majority of young people choose their own partner. Some meet their future spouse 
while working or studying outside their home villages. Others make acquaintances with the 
opposite sex in festivals, markets, or weddings. For example, many Hmong courtships begin at 
the time of the annual New Year’s celebrations. Boys move from village to village for the 
purpose of meeting girls and participating in festivals where they have relatives. The primary 
means for meeting young people of the opposite sex during the New Year is a ball game that 
takes place at the festivities. Boys in one line face girls in another and toss small fabric balls 
back and forth. The New Year's game typically provides an outlet for the emergence of more 
intense romances. Young people of different ethnic backgrounds also reportedly have greater 
opportunities to form romantic relationships than in the past.  
 
Knowledge about Reproductive Health among Unmarried Young People: Despite increasing 
opportunities for young people to become involved in romantic relationships or to engage in 
precoital and sexual relationships, access to reproductive health knowledge among young people 
is limited. This is particularly the case for ethnic minorities and Kinh who have little education 
(e.g., less than lower-secondary education). The first issue concerns their knowledge about 
puberty. Perhaps due to a high prevalence of child malnutrition in mountainous areas, young 
men and women in the study area usually experience a delay in puberty. The delay is longer 
among ethnic minorities than Kinh. Young people usually report the first sign of puberty after 
age 15. Many do not have any knowledge about puberty before their first experience. They are 
more likely to learn about this physiological change from teachers, friends, older siblings, or 
television programs rather than from their parents. Parents, particularly those with low 
education, often say they feel awkward discussing the issue of puberty with their teenage 
children. After the first sign of puberty, young women are often instructed that they could 
become pregnant if they have sex. For some minority villagers such as Dao, timing of puberty 
suggests young people’s preparedness for marriage and family formation.  
 
In addition to their limited knowledge about puberty, most unmarried young people 
appear to have little practical knowledge about safe sex, family planning methods, HIV/AIDS, 
and sexually transmitted diseases. A majority of them hear about sex education from school or 
from television programs. Many young people, including those who have little schooling, have 
heard about HIV/AIDS and can name a few types of contraceptive methods. Young women 
seem to be slightly more knowledgeable on these issues than men. However, it is questionable 
whether the knowledge that young people possess is practical. For example, they are confused 
about what a condom looks like or about the female’s safe period. Further, as elsewhere in 
Vietnam, it is widely perceived in the study area that knowledge about sexual and reproductive 
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health is more relevant to those who are married and that it is not necessary for unmarried young 
people to have such knowledge.  
 
Premarital Sex and Access to Reproductive Health Services: We do not attempt to measure 
prevalence of premarital sex in remote mountainous areas, but rather to understand the contexts 
that influence such behavior as well as its social and health consequences. Although sexual 
initiation before marriage is considered socially and morally unacceptable by a majority of 
young and old villagers regardless of their ethnicity, premarital sex is not uncommon in the 
study area and is believed to have been increasing across all ethnic groups over the past few 
years. In fact, a small proportion of young people respond that premarital sex is acceptable if the 
young couple intend to get married. Consistent with the trends in premarital sex, premarital 
pregnancy is also said to be on the rise – suggesting that there is inadequate knowledge of and 
access to birth control methods. 
 
According to the villagers, they have become more integrated with the outside world – 
thus, receiving new ideas and values from urban areas that alter the sexual behavior of 
unmarried young people, including an increase in premarital sexual activities. Moreover, some 
villagers believe that an increasing availability of birth control methods, particularly condoms 
and contraceptive pills, are responsible for the rise in premarital sexual activities among young 
people. Contrary to some villagers’ perception, however, modern birth control methods are not 
readily available for unmarried young people in the study area. Villagers who lived in urban 
areas appear to have greater access to contraceptive methods and other reproductive health 
services than those who never leave their home villages. While there is currently no shortage of 
contraceptive supplies for married couples, unmarried people do not have easy access to these 
supplies, except for those who have opportunities to travel frequently outside their villages. 
Condoms and contraceptive pills can be purchased at local drug stores. However, there is no 
private pharmacy in Phuong Giao Commune. In Trang Xa, there is only one such store located 
in the center of the commune.  
 
For young people who are still in school (usually at the upper-secondary level), 
premarital pregnancy frequently disrupts their education. They are usually asked to drop out of 
school to take on parental roles. There are also a few reports of unmarried young women who 
underwent abortion. Because public health facilities only perform abortion for married women, 
those who are unmarried are forced to seek private providers in Thai Nguyen City. Most 
premarital pregnancies in the study area result in hasty marriages.  
 
We find no evidence to support the notion of a cultural predisposition toward premarital 
sex among Hmong villagers. Hmong villagers –young and old– seem to have attitudes toward 
premarital sex that are similar to those of Kinh and Dao. While the Hmong’s love market is 
popularized in some tourist destinations in Vietnam as places where young people can freely 
court one another, such a marketplace does not exist in our study area. Moreover, the ―catch-
hand‖ (bat vo) practice, in which a female Hmong is taken by a male and his relatives for the 
purpose of marriage with or without her agreement, is very rare in the Hmong village in our 
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study area. Many Hmong villagers refer to this practice as backward and as a grave insult to 
parents.  
 
Marriage 
 
Marital Timing: Marriage is considered one of the most important life-course events for young 
people in the study area. When young people get married and start their own family, they are 
regarded as becoming ―full‖ adults. Marriage generally takes place early and is nearly universal 
in the study area. The Village Census collected in 2005 provides cross-sectional data to examine 
differentials in timing of marriage across ethnic groups. Figure 5.3 presents proportions of 
villagers ever married by age, sex, and ethnicity.  
Figure 5.3. Proportions ever married by sex and ethnicity. 
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Results suggest that females generally marry at an earlier age than males. This pattern is 
consistent among both Kinh and ethnic minorities. In 2005, slightly over half of Kinh women 
ages 20-24 were married, compared to only one third of men. Moreover, ethnic minorities 
married earlier than Kinh. Proportions of minority young people ages 20-24 ever married were 
approximately 65 and 50 percent for females and males respectively. Teenage marriages exist, 
but the proportions of young people ages 10-19 who have been married are rather low, 
particularly among Kinh women and both Kinh and minority men. Results suggest that a 
majority of villagers in all ethnic groups were married by age 30. 
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Figure 5.4. Proportions ever married: Comparing Kinh villagers in Clusters A and B
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Figure 5.4 shows patterns of marital timing among Kinh villagers in Clusters A and B. 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, Cluster B is more socioeconomically developed than Cluster A. 
This perhaps explains why young people in Cluster B were more likely to delay their marriages. 
For example, about 30 and 50 percent of young men and women ages 20-24 in Cluster B 
respectively are married. Meanwhile, over 40 and 60 percent of their male and female 
counterparts in Cluster A are married. In addition, we find that teen marriages are uncommon 
among Kinh in both clusters.  
 
Figure 5.5. Proportions ever married: Comparing Doa and Hmong villagers
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While the differences in marital timing among Kinh in our study area are modest, Figure 
5.5 reveals interesting sex and ethnic differentials in marriage timing between Dao and Hmong 
villagers. Unlike Kinh, teen marriage is still quite common among Dao and Hmong, particularly 
females. The 2005 Village Census suggests that about 15 percent of minority women ages 15-19 
were married. Proportions of Dao and Hmong women ages 20-24 who were married are almost 
identical (about 65 percent); however, results suggest divergent patterns among Dao and Hmong 
females after age 25. Nearly all (96 percent) Hmong women ages 25-29 were married. However, 
we observe a delay in marriage among some Dao women in the age groups 25-29, 30-34, and 
35-39 years. We suspect that this divergent trend might be due to reporting errors or biases.  
 
In general, Hmong men married at an earlier age than Dao men. Sixty percent of Hmong 
males ages 20-24 were married, compared to only 40 percent of Dao males. For all age groups, 
marriage rates appear to be lower among Dao men relative to their Hmong counterparts. Hmong 
males married at a later age than Hmong females; however, the differences seem to be small. By 
their early 30s, almost all Hmong males and females in the study area were married. In contrast 
to the Hmong, the differences in marital timing between Dao men and women are quite 
substantial. For those in their teens and early 20s, proportions of Dao males who were married 
were lower than females. There is a drop in marriage rates among the cohort of Dao males ages 
30-34 that merits further investigation. 
  
The census does not allow for an assessment of changes in median age at marriage over 
time (across birth cohorts). However, the in-depth interviews with young people and their 
parents suggest a clear trend toward delay in marriage across all ethnic groups in the study area, 
particularly among young Kinh. For the parental generation, females usually married when they 
were in their late teens (for Kinh) and in their middle teens (for Hmong and Dao). Meanwhile, 
both Kinh and minority men from the parental cohort generally married in their early 20s 
(slightly earlier among Hmong males). A few men delayed their marriage because they were 
called to serve in the military during the Vietnam War.  
 
In general, today’s young people get married at a later age than their parents, particularly 
Kinh and those who have at least lower-secondary education. Early marriages remain the 
practice among some Hmong and Dao villagers from poor households who have little or no 
education and little experience outside their home villages. 
 
While the legal age at marriage in Vietnam is 18 years for females and 20 years for 
males,15 many young people in the study area think that an ideal time for marriage should be 
after age 20. Men are expected to get married at a later age than women. Along with what they 
consider an ideal age at marriage, young people often discuss individual characteristics one 
should possess before making a transition to marriage. These characteristics include completing 
schooling, being emotionally mature, and having a stable job and income.  
                                                 
15 In recent years, a few couples in the study area married before they reached legal age. Some people delay 
registering their marriage until they reach age 18 or 20; others lie about their age when they register their marriage. 
However, it is more difficult to be legally married before the legal age because documents such as a household 
registration book (ho khau) record birth dates for all members at the time of marriage registration.  
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On average, young Kinh women in the study area marry at an older age than their 
minority counterparts. For Kinh, the early- to mid-20s appear to be ideal times for young 
women to get married. A delay in marriage until the late 20s and early 30s usually causes 
worries for young women and their families, particularly if they continue working primarily in 
the family farm sector. Parents express concerns for their daughters’ future, especially old-age 
security. However, it seems that parents worry less if their daughters have good education and 
are able to secure a job in the formal wage sector.  
 
Inter-Ethnic Marriages: A majority of today’s younger generation in the study area has freedom 
to choose their own spouse. Romantic love is often cited as one of the most important criteria 
for young Kinh and minority villagers when selecting their husband or wife. Moreover, young 
people often prefer a spouse who shares a similar household economic background. Both men 
and women from poor households, for example, emphasize that they would rather marry 
someone who is poor like them rather than marrying someone rich because they do not want to 
be looked down upon by in-laws. Education is another major criterion for spouse selection. 
Young men prefer marrying women of equal or lower levels of schooling. Meanwhile, women 
look for someone with similar or higher educational attainment as their partner.  
 
Ethnicity remains an important criterion for spousal selection. In addition to language 
differences, some villagers refer to different cultural practices and lifestyles between Kinh, Dao, 
and Hmong as factors deterring inter-ethnic marriages in the study area. This is particularly the 
case for the relationship between Kinh and Dao. For example, rumors have spread in Kinh 
villages that some Dao have an ability to cast spells on people whom they dislike and that Dao 
shamans have a connection to the world of spirits. Because of such rumors, Kinh of older 
generations sometimes disapprove of their children befriending or having romantic relationships 
with Dao. From the Dao perspective, they would like to maintain the cultural practice of spirit 
worship via shamans and thus prefer to marry within their own group.  
 
Other factors contributing to low inter-ethnic marriage rates among Kinh, Dao, and 
Hmong are the minorities’ lower human and social capital – particularly economic status and 
educational attainment, which are two important criteria for spousal selection. While young 
Kinh, Dao, and Hmong appear to welcome the idea of marrying into a different ethnic group, 
large ethnic gaps in educational attainment and household wealth call into question the issue of 
compatibility between Kinh and their ethnic minority partners.  
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Figure 5.6. Portrait of a bride (second from 
right) and her mother (first from left) and two 
bridesmaids. Villagers unanimously agree that 
weddings in the study area have become much 
more lavish now, compared to how they were 
in the past. This is particularly true for the 
weddings of minority villagers such as Dao 
and Hmong. 
 
 
 
Changes in Wedding Practices: Given the rapid growth of the economy of the study area in the 
past few years, a majority of household have witnessed unprecedented increases in levels of 
disposable income. A substantial proportion of this newfound wealth (i.e., increased disposable 
income and new assets) is often spent on family members’ wedding celebration – one of the 
most important events in village life. Villagers unanimously agree that weddings have become 
much more lavish now, compared to how they were in the past. This is particularly true of the 
weddings of minority villagers such as Dao and Hmong.  
 
In the study area, marriage implies an agreement between two families. While young 
people usually have freedom to choose their own spouse, parents on both the bride’s and 
groom’s sides are still in charge of most tasks in a wedding organization, including selecting a 
wedding date, negotiating a bride price, and arranging wedding parties. After young people 
decide to get married, they inform their parents. The parents of the groom visit the bride’s 
parents to officially ask for her hand. Then, negotiations regarding wedding date and bride price 
begin. After reaching an agreement, the plan for the wedding celebration is announced to 
relatives and other villagers. Weddings are usually organized at the end of each year’s harvest 
season, which takes place around November and December. A wedding celebration often takes 
place over 2-4 days. Wedding parties are usually held separately at both the bride’s and the 
groom’s house, even if they are from the same village.  
 
Bride price is said to have been skyrocketing over the last decade. In the past, bride price 
usually consisted of 80-100 kilograms of pork, rice, and rice wine. Cash was not usually 
requested by the bride’s family. Today both Kinh and minority families may ask for cash only 
or for cash and other traditional gifts – depending on economic status of the two families. The 
cash may range from a few hundred thousand to several million VND. In the study area, Dao 
and Hmong families are known to ask for a higher bride price than Kinh. The amount can 
sometimes be more than the annual income of an average household. In addition to lavish gifts 
of material goods to their daughters, some families spend a substantial amount of money on 
wedding clothes for the bride.  
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After Marriage 
 
Post-Marital Living Arrangement: Newlywed couples in the study area usually live with the 
groom’s parents for at least the first few years of their marriage. This pattern is consistent 
among both Kinh and minority villagers. According to this pattern of living arrangement, young 
people work on the husband’s family farm. Income earned from the sale of agricultural products 
is pooled together and managed by the husband’s parents. However, this pattern of living 
arrangement and collective household economy appears to have been disrupted over the past 
few years, as an increasing number of married young people (mostly men) migrate to work 
outside the study area or work as day wage laborers.  
 
Young couples usually receive permission from the husband’s parents to move out and 
establish their own households after the birth of their first child. Depending on their economic 
condition, the husband’s or the wife’s parents might offer young couples some assets such as a 
piece of land and a buffalo. For some fortunate couples, the in-laws may also help build a house 
for them. When young couples move out from the household of the husband’s parents, they 
have independence to manage their own agricultural production and income. They sometimes 
have to take care of their own debts too.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.7. A poster promoting Vietnam’s 
two-child policy. Fertility has declined 
remarkably over the last decade in the study 
area, particularly among Kinh and to a lesser 
extent among Dao and Hmong. 
 
Family Size Preference: Both Kinh and minority couples usually have their first birth a year or 
two after marriage. The first-birth interval is usually short because birth control is not practiced 
widely by newlyweds. Fertility has declined remarkably over the last decade, particularly among 
Kinh and to a lesser extent among Dao and Hmong. While most young people ages 15-29 
interviewed in our study grew up with at least 4-5 siblings, nearly all of them want to have no 
more than two children of their own. Preference for a smaller family size among the young 
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generation is very strong, perhaps because many of these young people had first-hand 
experience during their childhood of poverty and other population pressure on land.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.8. Dao mother and son. She and her 
husband have three older daughters, and she 
told the interviewer she would have continued 
having children if her fourth child had not 
been a son. 
 
Despite a strong preference to have only two children, a substantial number of young 
people in the study area cannot achieve their desired family size and composition. As in many 
rural areas of Vietnam, son preference in the Northern Uplands remains very strong. Compared 
to their Kinh counterparts, ethnic minority women often feel greater pressure particularly from 
husbands and in-laws to have a son.  
 
Old-age security is cited as one of the main reasons for strong son preference in the 
study area. According to the villagers, sons are preferred because they can continue the family 
lineage and care for elderly parents, while daughters usually have to follow their husbands after 
their marriage. Nonetheless, thanks to increased mobility and women’s growing socioeconomic 
status and autonomy through education and work (Kinh women in particular), attitudes toward 
son preference have begun to change.  
 
Access to Family Planning and Reproductive Health Services: Interviews with older villagers 
reveal that the desire to have a small family size among villagers of all ethnic groups may have 
existed for a long time. Older villagers reportedly experimented with the rhythm method, 
withdrawal, and, in some cases, medicinal herbs believed to prevent pregnancy. However, prior 
to 1990, married couples in the study area had very little knowledge of or access to modern birth 
control methods. Not until the mid-1990s were family planning programs implemented in the 
study area – first in Trang Xa and later in Phuong Giao Communes. At present, contraceptives 
are distributed free-of-charge to any married villagers who would like to practice fertility 
control.  
 
According to the current family planning scheme, in each study village there is at least 
one population volunteer, who gives advice on family planning and distributes a monthly supply 
of contraceptives such as birth control pills and condoms to villagers. Population volunteers are 
recruited from a pool of farmers who are literate, have a few years of education, and are 
 Minority Youth and Families in Vietnam – Page 67  
currently married. In all study villages except Village B4 (the Hmong village), population 
volunteers are female. Each population volunteer receives a small monthly salary and is 
supervised by a commune-level population officer.  
 
Prior to the implementation of the family planning program, the IUD was the only 
modern method available to women in remote mountainous areas. Yet, accessibility to the 
method was very low since the medical staff in charge of IUD insertion traveled to these areas 
very infrequently. Another alternative for women at that time was to travel to Thai Nguyen City 
at their own expense to have an IUD inserted. In the study area, family planning became popular 
first among Kinh villagers. The idea of fertility control was later accepted by their minority 
counterparts. When family planning was still a new concept for many villagers, some women, 
particularly ethnic minorities, were forbidden by their husbands or in-laws to have an IUD 
inserted.  
 
Family planning is now widely accepted by villagers. There is no longer resistance to 
contraceptive use among minority residents in the study area. A majority of married villagers 
perceive that they have adequate access to family planning. While the IUD remains the most 
widely used method, the number of married villagers using birth control pills has increased in 
recent years. Married women can now have an IUD inserted at a commune health center. In 
addition to free distribution by population volunteers, birth control pills and condoms can be 
purchased at drugstores in town. During the field work, we found married young people to be 
quite knowledgeable about family planning.  
 
There are a few issues that raise concerns about whether the family planning needs of 
young people in remote areas are being met, whether they are fully informed about family 
planning options, and whether they receive quality reproductive health services. For example, a 
substantial number of women express discomfort related to the use of the IUD or birth control 
pills; however, most of them have little knowledge of and access to other family planning 
alternatives. Side effects such as back pain, stomach cramps, fatigue, bloating, and spotting are 
reported. A majority of women try to endure the physical discomforts caused by the 
contraceptive methods they are using. Meanwhile, others stop using contraceptives altogether. 
Some resort to traditional methods such as a combination of withdrawal and rhythm, even 
though they do not have a clear understanding about their safe period.  
 
When these traditional methods fail, married women usually seek menstrual regulation 
or abortion. Menstrual regulation can be performed at commune health centers, while abortion is 
performed only at the district hospital in Dinh Ca.16 During the field work, it was not unusual to 
meet women in their 20s or 30s who had undergone at least one or two menstrual regulations or 
abortions. Conversations with these women reveal that some of them do not appear to have a 
full understanding about the possible negative side effects of these procedures.  
 
                                                 
16 In the past, abortion was also performed at Trang Xa commune health centers. At present, women who seek 
abortion in the study area are referred to the district hospital in Dinh Ca.  
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While condoms are one of the major family planning methods distributed by village 
population volunteers, they have not achieved widespread popularity in the study area. It is 
widely perceived among both young and old villagers that women rather than men should be 
responsible for fertility control. Many husbands refuse to use condoms, even though they are 
aware of the discomfort experienced by their wives when using an IUD or contraceptive pills. 
This is particularly the case for ethnic minorities. Perhaps because of minority women’s 
significantly lower status than that of their Kinh counterparts, they appear to lack bargaining 
power in this area of negotiation with their husbands.  
 
While population volunteers are generally effective in delivering contraceptive supplies 
such as condoms and pills to most eligible villagers, they reportedly fail to reach married 
couples who live in more remote parts of the study villages. This is particularly true among 
minority villages where road accessibility is rather limited. Moreover, while adequate family 
planning supplies are delivered to the majority of villagers who need them, some volunteers do 
not give adequate information to the recipients about how to properly use each method. Thus, a 
substantial number of young married couples in the study area still fail to achieve their family 
size goals.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.9 Young mothers from a remote 
village in Phuong Giao Commune and their 
young children. The mothers walk up to three 
hours to the commune health center, where 
their babies are vaccinated. The Vietnamese 
government provides free health care for 
children younger than six years of age. 
 
 
Childbirth and Pre- and Post-Natal Care: A majority of young married women in the study area, 
particularly those with little experience outside their home villages, become mothers by the time 
they reach their early 20s. Vo Nhai’s recent economic development, particularly the 
establishment of commune health centers in the 1990s, has had a positive impact on the 
transition to motherhood among many young women, particularly Kinh. In the past, pregnant 
women receive poor pre-natal care. Women reportedly received inadequate nutrition and rarely 
had health check-ups during their pregnancy. They also usually had to work in the fields until 
just before their delivery.  
 
Delivery at home, particularly for the first birth, is no longer common in the study area. 
When a woman in the study area becomes pregnant, she is often advised by village population 
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volunteers or village health workers to get a health check-up every trimester at commune health 
centers. Medical professionals at commune health centers usually determine due dates for the 
women. If they think a caesarian section might be needed, they refer the woman to the district 
hospital a week or two before the due date. Sometimes despite encouragement from the local 
safe motherhood campaigns run by the commune health centers, ethnic minority women, 
particularly Hmong, may still be reluctant to have their delivery attended by medical 
professionals (especially men) or to give birth at the commune health centers. 
 
A majority of first-time mothers give birth at the commune health centers. Some Kinh 
women from well-off families may travel as far as the district town to deliver their baby. For the 
second or higher-parity births, a substantial number of women, particularly ethnic minorities, 
reportedly prefer to give birth at home. In some cases, home birth delivery takes place 
unintentionally because women do not have enough time to travel to the commune health station 
or because the families do not have any means to transport the pregnant women to the medical 
facilities. Since it was not until very recently, especially for the ethnic minority villages, that 
inter-village roads were constructed, it took a substantial amount of time to travel from home to 
the commune health center. When women deliver at home, their mothers or other experienced 
villagers usually assist them.  
 
 
 
Figure 5.10. A Hmong mother carrying her 
baby back from work and the market. Heavy 
demands for women’s labor in agriculture, 
particularly due to rapid economic growth and 
a lack of farm machinery, account for 
substantial risks to maternal and child health. 
 
 
According to health workers and villagers, maternal mortality has been very rare in the 
study area in recent years. While childbirth may not pose a health threat to young women in the 
study area, heavy demands for their labor in agricultural work, particularly due to rapid 
economic growth and a lack of farm machinery, account for substantial risks to maternal and 
child health. Many first-time mothers, particularly Dao and Hmong, reportedly have to rush 
back to work not long after their deliveries.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Vietnam’s rapid economic growth has provided young Vietnamese with new opportunities as 
well as risks unheard of in their parents’ generations. A recent national survey offers an 
optimistic picture of human development for a majority of young Vietnamese. However, it also 
indicates that ethnic minority youth – many of whom live in remote mountainous areas – are 
among the country’s poorest, least healthy, least educated, and therefore least prepared to 
succeed in their adult lives. Ethnic minorities account for 15 percent of Vietnam’s 84 million 
total population, and, according to a recent estimate, 61 percent of them are poor. Evidence 
suggests that despite recent efforts of the Government of Vietnam in promoting poverty 
reduction in remote areas, a majority of ethnic minorities have not yet experienced positive 
change, contrary to the experience of their Kinh (i.e., ethnic Vietnamese) neighbors who 
reportedly have enjoyed substantial improvement in living standards. In 2007, over 3 million 
ethnic minorities were aged 15-29 and well over half of them have grown up in impoverished 
households. Many of these young people have already taken or will soon take on economically 
active and reproductive roles of young adults. Some will migrate out of their remote villages to 
look for jobs and other opportunities and will presumably leave behind protective environments 
provided by their families and local communities.  
 
How young people, ethnic minorities in particular, in remote areas grapple with 
Vietnam’s rapid social change and development as they make a transition from childhood to 
early adulthood is unclear. To identify program interventions that promote healthy human 
development and effectively break the intergenerational transmission of poverty, it is crucial to 
have a comprehensive understanding of the transition to adulthood among this group of young 
people. This study provides policy-relevant and empirically validated findings on the causes and 
consequences of change in transitions to adulthood among young people ages 15-29 in 
Vietnam’s remote Northern Uplands region. First, the research examines the degree of change 
and the determinants of change in young people’s educational attainment, transition to work, 
and transition to marriage and parenthood. Further, the study illustrates the consequences of 
such change for the welfare and livelihoods of young people, particularly the implications for 
their sexual and reproductive health. The novelty of this research is its direct comparison 
between ethnic minorities and Kinh who live side by side in remote communes that have 
benefited from targeted poverty reduction programs.  
 
We study the transition to adulthood and the causes and consequences of this change 
through intensive field research in Vo Nhai District – the least developed and most remote 
district of Thai Nguyen Province. Study villages are located in two ethnically diverse 
communes: Phuong Giao and Trang Xa. Kinh, Dao, and Hmong are the three major ethnic 
groups in the study area. Since the late 1990s, the villages have been exposed to geographically 
targeted poverty reduction programs such as the Hunger Eradication and Poverty Reduction 
Program and Program 135.  
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We combine quantitative and qualitative analyses drawing on rich data from community 
appraisals, village censuses, household surveys, and in-depth interviews. Sixty young people 
ages 15-29 were randomly selected from the Kinh, Dao, and Hmong populations for interview. 
Each young respondent was interviewed twice over a period of 4-6 weeks. During the first 
interview, young people were asked about their childhood, schooling experience, transition to 
full-time work, and experiences outside home villages. In the second visit, we acquired 
information regarding sensitive topics such as sexual and reproductive behavior. We also 
interviewed parents of these young people to understand how parents’ life history might have 
shaped their children’s experiences. 
 
During the 4-month intensive data collection, the research team conducted nearly 190 in-
depth interviews. We processed population censuses of 9 study villages and carried out a 
household sampling survey of 150 households. The strength of the intensive research design is 
that it permits investigation of broader institutional and historical contexts of individual and 
family behavior. We examine the effects of rapid socioeconomic change on the livelihoods of 
young people in remote areas and differential impacts on ethnic minorities and Kinh. 
 
Over the past decade, the study villages have witnessed substantial socioeconomic and 
demographic transformations. The targeted poverty reduction programs implemented in the late 
1990s appear to have accelerated these changes. The major benefits from these programs are 
infrastructure development, subsidized education and healthcare, micro credit programs, and 
agricultural extension. Relative to their ethnic minority counterparts, Kinh villagers are more 
likely to be aware of and benefit from these government subsidies.  
 
The economy of the study area is dominated by labor-intensive agriculture. Farmers 
cultivate rice mainly for household consumption, while growing maize and sugarcane as their 
major cash crops. Many families, particularly Kinh, have recently experienced a rise in 
household income from cash crops. Yet, they appear to be vulnerable to the fluctuations of 
global market prices and have become heavily dependent on fertilizer and pesticide to increase 
productivity. A shortage of water, lack of information on market demand and supply, and 
limited capital are major impediments to agricultural production in the study area. In addition to 
cash crops, villagers also pursue livestock husbandry as a form of agricultural extension. But 
owing to a lack of capital and technology, this is mostly done on a small scale and does not 
generate steady income. 
 
A majority of villagers have occupations that are directly dependent on agriculture such 
as farmers, wage laborers, or traders. Non-agricultural economic opportunities are very limited. 
There are no industries within the 20-kilometer radius of the study area. Local government 
offices and small family trading enterprises are the only employers in the non-farm sector. The 
sources of income among Kinh households are generally more diversified than those of ethnic 
minorities. Changes in sources of income and job opportunities appear to be underway, given a 
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constant flow of out-migration among the villagers as well as an expansion of industrial 
development from Thai Nguyen City and other neighboring districts. 
 
Since 2000, the study villages have experienced various infrastructure development 
projects, including the construction of roads and electricity power grids. A majority of 
households now have access to electricity and inter-village roads. The number of households 
owning motorbikes has also increased over the last few years. A combination of improved roads 
and availability of motor vehicles also led to greater access to public healthcare and 
telecommunications facilities. There have also been several attempts to improve access to clean 
water and sanitation, though with limited success. Improvements in basic infrastructure, 
particularly roads, appear to have benefited the predominantly Kinh villages more than the Dao 
and Hmong ones. The ethnic differentials can perhaps be explained by the fact that Dao and 
Hmong villages are located at higher elevations and in more remote areas than Kinh villages. 
Another possible explanation is ethnic minority villagers’ lack of human and political capital, 
which in turn limits their participation in commune-level decisions regarding allocations for 
infrastructure development.  
 
Despite an overall optimistic outlook among community leaders and villagers regarding 
improved living standards, poverty remains pervasive in the study area. This is particularly true 
among Dao and some Kinh households in Phuong Giao Commune. Food insecurity and poverty 
have generally decreased but are still a problem for some villagers. With few or no safety nets, 
many villagers face being pushed back into poverty when an event such as illness strikes the 
family. The favorable economic conditions among Kinh and Hmong residents in Trang Xa 
Commune are likely attributable to easier access to the market and district town and to 
production of a cash crop (sugarcane) that has recently been doing well in the world market. 
However, it remains to be seen whether such economic advantages will be sustained, 
particularly among Hmong households. In addition to poverty, income inequality has become 
more apparent, particularly among Kinh rather than minority villagers.  
 
Since the implementation of poverty reduction programs in the study area during the late 
1990s, school accessibility and infrastructure have been improved substantially. The 
government has also subsidized certain educational expenses for households in the study 
villages. For example, both Kinh and minority households receive tuition waivers for each child 
in school. Further, minority households have recently become eligible for additional textbook 
supplements. Even so, the benefits tend to be limited to certain levels of schooling and unevenly 
distributed across ethnic and income groups. Moreover, the assistance programs appear to focus 
mainly on increasing the enrollment rates of students rather than improving the quality of 
teaching and learning.  
 
At present, primary education is the only level of schooling that is easily accessible for 
most students in the study area. Physical accessibility remains a deterrent to attaining secondary 
education, contributing to the ethnic differentials in lower-secondary attainment and explaining 
the study area’s low rates of transition to upper-secondary or tertiary education. Further, tuition 
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waivers and other educational supplements have not yet outweighed the costs associated with 
higher levels of schooling such as room and board and opportunity costs from the family’s loss 
of child labor. Therefore, existing educational subsidies have not yet given poor families 
adequate incentives to send their children to school beyond primary or lower-secondary levels. 
While most children in the study area enter school these days, many minority children fail to 
start schooling at a punctual age (ages 6-7) and/or successfully make a transition to lower-
secondary level.  
 
While priorities should continue to be placed on good learning opportunities for current 
students from an early age, attention should also be given to the educational needs of young 
people who have already left school. The cohort of young men and women ages 15-29, 
especially those above age 20, has widely experienced early dropout, grade repetition, and poor 
educational quality. In addition to very low educational attainment, some ethnic minority young 
people do not yet have command of Kinh language, especially reading and writing skills. 
Evidence suggests that many young people in the study area lack the basic skills to enter 
Vietnam’s fast-changing labor force. Second-chance educational programs for out-of-school 
youth and young adults are needed; otherwise, many of them as well as their families are likely 
to be condemned to poverty – which would further hamper the country’s economic growth and 
development.  
 
Second-chance educational programs are not new in the study area. Literacy and 
equivalency programs (generally called bo tuc) are offered periodically. However, they are not 
organized within a coherent system that is responsive to students’ learning objectives and other 
needs. For example, in a literacy class offered in a Dao village some years ago, young students 
in their teens were put in the same classroom as middle-aged adults. Since the learning 
objectives of these two age groups of students were quite different, their levels of commitment 
and motivation were different. Youngsters, for example, aimed to be re-integrated into the 
mainstream educational system, while older adults wanted to learn how to read and write. The 
class was cancelled a few weeks after students, particularly older adults, continually failed to 
show up in class because of family commitments or other social activities.  
 
For second-chance programs to improve, it is important to distinguish between a variety 
of such educational programs, including equivalency, literacy, and job training. Programs 
should be designed to address the diversity of young people’s needs for educational second 
chances and tailor the content accordingly. First, program content should be age-specific. For 
out-of-school youth who are under age 20 and not married, programs should be designed with a 
main objective to reintegrate them into the formal educational system. Programs for older youth 
should take into account the various pathways young people take to become full-time workers. 
Our study shows that the transitions from school to work depend on a variety of factors, 
including educational attainment, ethnicity, marital status, economic status, and social networks. 
For instance, since older youth who are married, particularly ethnic minorities, tend to remain in 
the agricultural sector, it will be more appropriate for their second-chance programs to 
emphasize civic education and vocational skills. Knowledge about agricultural extension and 
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marketing will be as important for them as learning how to read and write. The classroom 
approach should combine real-world applications with examples referring to successful farmers 
in other comparable settings.  
 
A few young people express a keen interest in starting micro-enterprises in the study 
villages. However, the success and sustainability of such enterprises will considerably depend 
on business environment and support from the private sector as well as from civil society in 
general. Education is a key success factor in starting a business. It is important for second-
chance educational programs to include training on subjects of entrepreneurship in combination 
with other basic skills and general education.  
 
For out-of-school youth who look for employment outside the agricultural sector, the 
provision of vocational skills will help them find work and become more productive and 
trainable once in the labor market. But it is essential to be aware of structural issues such as the 
widespread practice of corruption during the hiring process (i.e., a requirement of application 
fees) that may hinder training efforts. Evidence in other settings shows that job training will be 
more effective when provided as part of a comprehensive package that includes employment 
services and counseling. If a workplace is to provide job training, measures should be 
implemented to ensure that youth, particularly ethnic minorities, are not exploited for their 
labor.  
 
Equivalency, literacy, and job training programs may serve different groups of young 
people, but their common goal of providing skills for work and life requires an approach that 
integrates various life skills. In the context of the study area, it is important to promote life skills 
to help young people negotiate challenging situations relevant to the rapid socioeconomic 
change they have experienced. This is particularly the case for young people who plan to look 
for employment outside the study villages. Life skills appear to be as crucial as vocational 
competency in helping them to succeed as workers.  
 
Further, programs will be more successful if they recognize the reasons why young 
people in the study area dropped out or never attended school. Based on in-depth interviews, we 
find that the root causes for low educational attainment among young people ages 15-29 are 
poverty, economic shocks, lack of accessibility, bad school infrastructure, low teaching quality, 
lack of motivation, and language barriers (in the case of ethnic minorities). These are the 
challenges young people may need to overcome in order to remain in second-chance educational 
programs. The mode of delivery must take into account why young people drop out of school. 
For example, tuition waivers will help young people to attend. However, monetary incentives 
alone are not sufficient. To respond to the need for adolescents to work, it is crucial to allow 
students and teachers to choose a schedule and pace of studies that accommodate their work 
responsibilities. Language barriers should also be recognized. While most out-of-school 
minority young people speak some Kinh, they may not have a full comprehension of the 
language. A curriculum and teaching approach that is sensitive to their language needs may 
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prove to be more successful. For example, while receiving job training, minority young people 
may benefit from additional classes to improve their reading and writing as well as math skills.  
 
In the study area, a priority is to keep youth in school and help those who left to return to 
school. Remedial programs will not only be beneficial for young people’s transition to work and 
their success in the labor market, but will also reduce exposure to risky behaviors such as drug 
abuse, unprotected sex, and violence. Evidence elsewhere shows that while local government 
should develop the strategy and framework to implement second-chance educational programs, 
multiple stakeholders, including the public sector, private sector, NGOs, and donors, should also 
be involved to assure sustainability and efficiency and to respond to the needs of young people. 
In the context of the study area, community leaders and parents need to be included as 
stakeholders since they have a great deal of influence on young people’s transitions to becoming 
economic providers.  
 
While there is no immediate threat of an HIV/AIDS epidemic in the study area, young 
people’s sexual and reproductive health can be at risk given their limited knowledge about 
sexual and reproductive health, combined with changing premarital and marital behavior and 
rapid socioeconomic change. Drug abuse and prostitution, which are reported to exist in the 
areas surrounding our study villages, raise another concern. Our analysis shows that young men 
and women with little and no education –many of whom are ethnic minorities – are more likely 
to be vulnerable to these risks than their peers who are better educated. 
 
The study area’s increased accessibility and accelerated mobility have had a significant 
impact on the premarital behavior of both Kinh and minority young people. Today’s younger 
generation has greater independence in exploring romantic relationships than their parents. 
Although premarital sex is still socially unacceptable, sexual initiation before marriage is not 
uncommon and is believed to have been increasing among all ethnic groups over the past few 
years. Despite significant changes in precoital and premarital sexual behavior among unmarried 
young people, their access to reproductive health knowledge and services remains limited. Most 
of them appear to lack practical knowledge about puberty, safe sex, family planning methods, 
HIV/AIDS, and sexually transmitted diseases. High prevalence of premarital pregnancy 
suggests that young people do not have adequate information about and access to birth control 
methods.  
 
There is a widespread misperception that unmarried young people do not need to know 
about sexual and reproductive health. Parents, ethnic minorities in particular, are reluctant to 
discuss these issues with their children. A majority of young people learn about sex informally 
from their siblings, friends, or television programs. The quality of information young people 
learn is highly questionable. In addition to limited knowledge, unmarried young people do not 
have readily accessible outlets for sexual and reproductive health services, professional 
consultations, or modern birth control supplies.  
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In contrast to unmarried youth, young married couples have easy access to family 
planning supplies and reproductive health services. Yet they still face challenges regarding 
sexual and reproductive health and rights. To make sense of these challenges, it is important to 
understand how young people make transitions to marriage and parenthood. In the study area, 
marriage is one of the most important life course events of young people. Young men and 
women generally get married at a later age than their parents did. This is especially true for Kinh 
and those who have some secondary education. Teen marriages, however, remain common 
among Hmong and Dao women, particularly those from poor households who have little 
educational attainment. In addition to the trend in delayed marriage, inter-ethnic marriage has 
become much more common, especially nuptials between Kinh, Tay, and Nung. Marriages 
between Kinh and other ethnic minority groups such as Hmong and Dao remain less common 
perhaps because Hmong and Dao are not well-assimilated in terms of socioeconomic and 
cultural integration with Kinh.  
 
Fertility has declined remarkably in the study area over the last decade. A stated 
preference for a small family size is nearly universal. Birth control is widely accepted, while 
some family planning methods such as IUDs, oral contraceptives, and condoms are distributed 
free-of-charge to married couples. Nevertheless, a substantial number of young couples in the 
study area cannot achieve their desired family size. Moreover, there are some concerns 
regarding whether the family planning needs of young people are being met, whether couples 
are fully informed about family planning options, and whether they receive quality reproductive 
health services. 
 
We find that strong son preference is one of the key reasons why women are not in 
control of their own fertility. Compared to their Kinh counterparts, ethnic minority women 
generally have low autonomy and feel greater pressure from husbands and in-laws to produce a 
son. Further, women have restricted choices of family planning methods other than IUDs and 
oral contraceptives. A substantial number of women experience discomfort from using IUDs or 
pills; yet most of them have little knowledge of and access to family planning alternatives. 
Many reportedly try to endure the discomforts, while others stop using contraceptives 
altogether. Population volunteers sometimes fail to give accurate information about how to use 
birth control methods or to explain family planning options to married young people. This 
situation particularly affects minority young people who live in remote parts of the study 
villages. 
 
Another sexual and reproductive health challenge found in the study villages is a 
widespread perception that women rather than men should be responsible for fertility control. 
For example, many husbands refuse to use condoms, even though they are aware of the physical 
discomfort experienced by their wives when using IUDs or oral contraceptives. Some men have 
negative attitudes toward condoms because of the widespread association of condoms with 
infidelity and prostitution.  
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When they have unplanned pregnancies, many married women, particularly Kinh and 
some Dao, resort routinely to menstrual regulation or abortion. It is not unusual to find married 
women in the study area below age 35 who have had at least one or two menstrual regulations or 
abortions.  
 
Intervention programs designed to promote the sexual and reproductive health of young 
people in the study area should address the different needs of unmarried and married 
populations. Unmarried young people need a well-designed educational program that promotes 
better understanding of reproductive physiology, puberty, safe sex, HIV/AIDS, sexually 
transmitted diseases, and family planning methods. Rather than merely teaching young people 
about the dangers of HIV/AIDS or STDs, programs will be more successful if they combine life 
skills training to promote healthy alternatives to risky behaviors.  
 
Since romantic relationships appear to start earlier these days, programs for unmarried 
young people should be implemented before puberty and use both school-based and community-
based approaches. They must also pay special attention to out-of-school youth, ethnic 
minorities, and young people who live in more remote parts of the study areas. It is crucial for 
programs to be sensitive to differences in language and customs. For example, programs can 
take advantage of cultural events such as the Hmong’s ball game on New Year’s (Tet), during 
which young women and men are allowed to interact. Parents should also be targeted in these 
educational campaigns as key advocates for young people’s healthy sexual and reproductive 
outcomes. Evidence of increasing rates of premarital sex and premarital pregnancy suggests that 
young people in the study area need more open access to sexual and reproductive health services 
and consultation. How the services can be increased and best delivered should be discussed 
carefully with local stakeholders, including young people, parents, and community leaders. 
 
Programs should help young married couples to reach their family size goals, to receive 
quality reproductive health services, and to experience safe motherhood. Son preference remains 
strong, particularly among Hmong and Dao, contributing to women’s low autonomy and 
lessened control over their fertility. While women’s increased economic roles may have 
gradually altered this preference, it is important for campaigns to promote women’s status – 
either through information dissemination or through interventions to increase women’s roles in 
the household economy.  
 
For existing family planning programs, improvements are needed for reaching young 
people, especially those who are unmarried. Young women should be better informed and have 
more family planning options. Additional methods beyond IUDs, oral contraceptives, and 
condoms should be available with or without minimal fees. Moreover, it is important to 
encourage male involvement and the practice of healthy sexual and reproductive behaviors and 
fertility control. For example, this can be done by assigning one male and one female population 
volunteer in each village. These two volunteers will work to promote better sexual and 
reproductive health among villagers. Volunteers also should pay more attention to reaching 
young people who live in remote parts of the study villages. Also, incentives for population 
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volunteers should be increased. At the same time, there must be measures for quality assurance 
in delivery of family planning services at the village level. Further, abortion and menstrual 
regulation need to be performed at a high standard and with minimal health threat to women. 
Improved family planning services that include both consultation and more birth control 
alternatives will help to avoid unplanned pregnancies. 
 
The concept of safe motherhood should extend beyond safe delivery attended by trained 
medical professionals to include comprehensive care for mothers and babies pre- and post-
delivery. We find that maternal and infant mortality rates are low in the study villages and that 
young people usually give birth safely at the commune or district health centers. However, many 
young mothers do not receive adequate care before or after their deliveries.  
